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The roar of high caliber machine gun fire from Japanese fighters fed the confusion aboard 

the USS Oklahoma; the guns’ powerful rounds cut through men, planes, and boat. After three 

torpedo hits, the ship was capsizing, and her crew scrambled to abandon ship or to make it to the 

USS Maryland to man the anti-aircraft guns.1 Suddenly, another explosion rocked the boat, 

making her capsize even faster and trapping sailors in her hull. Down the line of battleships, the 

USS Arizona exploded and went up in flames. All around, ships were desperately firing at the 

Japanese bombers with everything they had, but amidst so much carnage it did not seem to help.  

The message of the destruction was clear: direct involvement in World War II had begun for the 

United States. 

When news of the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor reached California, the residents of 

the San Francisco Bay Area panicked. Many believed that since the Port of Oakland was one of 

the major western shipping ports of the US, the San Francisco Bay Area would logically be the 

next target. But the San Francisco Bay was not defenseless: on the contrary, its defenses had 

been redesigned due to a national modernization of coastal defenses that took place in the 

1890s.2  During that modernization, the San Francisco Bay took second place in national priority 

for upgrading, with only the defenses of New York Harbor deemed more important.3  The 

problem with those upgrades was that by World War II, technology had advanced so fast due to 

World War I that most of the San Francisco Bay’s defenses were outdated and obsolete. As war 

in Europe looked more and more imminent during the late 1930s, the US once again upgraded its 

coastal defenses, preparing for war on either coast. But the Bay’s coastline defenses were not the 

                                                           
1 “USS Oklahoma BB-37,” Navy History, Date of Access March 15, 2018, 

http://www.historycentral.com/navy/battle/Oklahoma.html. 
2 “Seacoast Defense – Fortress San Francisco,” World War II in the San Francisco Bay Area, Date of 

Access April 2, 2018, http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwiibayarea/seacoastdefense.htm. 
3 Ibid. 

http://www.historycentral.com/navy/battle/Oklahoma.html
http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwiibayarea/seacoastdefense.htm
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only thing changed by the war.  Workers flocked to the Kaiser Shipyards in Oakland, soldiers 

embarked for the Pacific from San Francisco, and twice weekly radio broadcasts for soldiers in 

the Pacific radiated out from Treasure Island.4  The San Francisco Bay Area became the hub 

of preparation for the west coast defense that was never necessary, as well as the industrial 

powerhouse for the very real war in the Pacific. This flurry of activity profoundly changed 

not only the Bay Area’s infrastructure and environment, but also the social status of its 

residents, women in particular. 

Very quickly, San Francisco became a focal point for the war in the Pacific.  Throughout 

World War II, the San Francisco and Oakland military embarkation points launched 1,625,000 

soldiers and 23,600,000 tons of cargo on nearly 4,000 cargo ships and 800 troopship trips to the 

war in the Pacific, supporting General MacArthur and Admiral Nimitz in their battle against the 

Japanese.5 These critical ports became known as the “logistical ‘tail’ to support the troops 

fighting at the ‘sharp end.’” The ports were serviced by three transcontinental railroads and 

employed 30,000 workers, many of whom were civilians and women that were left behind by the 

men that went to war. 6    To carry such massive numbers of men and supplies, ships were 

desperately needed, and so the Bay Area responded by building one of the largest shipyard 

networks of the times and supplying the workers needed to man them. 

As World War II raged on, the San Francisco Bay Area became the “greatest ship 

building center in the world,” with more than 30 shipyards and many more factories to support 

them spread around the bay’s perimeter.7 The Bay Area’s main war effort was building ships, 

                                                           
4 Seacoast Defense – Fortress San Francisco. 
5  “The U.S. Army’s San Francisco Port of Embarkation in World War II,” World War II in the San 

Francisco Bay Area, Date of Access April 7, 2018, http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwiibayarea/embarkation.htm. 
6 Ibid. 
7 “The Greatest Ship Building Center in the World,” Saving the Bay: The Story of San Francisco Bay, Date 

of Access March 20, 2018, http://education.savingthebay.org/wp-content/guides/The-Greatest-Shipbuilding-Center-

in-the-World.pdf. 

http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwiibayarea/embarkation.htm
http://education.savingthebay.org/wp-content/guides/The-Greatest-Shipbuilding-Center-in-the-World.pdf
http://education.savingthebay.org/wp-content/guides/The-Greatest-Shipbuilding-Center-in-the-World.pdf


   
 

4 
 

and lots of them. Between 1940 and 1945, its shipyards built over 1,400 ships. Henry J Kaiser, a 

high school dropout, obtained shipbuilding contracts allowing him to build ships for World War 

II in what became known as the “Kaiser Shipyards.” To build the ships, hundreds of thousands of 

workers were needed, and so workers of all races and both sexes flocked to the Kaiser Shipyards 

looking for work. Many of the workers were African American and more were women.  In 

particular, working in the shipyards gave women a chance to prove that they were just as capable 

as men, and helped improve their social status. 

At the beginning of the war, only 36 females worked in shipyards in the United States, 

but by the end, around 30% (72,000) of the 240,000 shipyard workers in the Bay Area were 

women.8  Avis Blanchette, who moved to the Bay Area in 1943, recalls her experience with 

being a woman and getting a job at a shipyard.  As she remembers it, “My brother-in-law was 

working at Kaiser Shipyard number 3, and my brother-in-law said, ‘why don’t you come over 

here where the action is? Things are going on over there. Why don’t you come over there?’ He 

said, ‘I’ll get you a job.’ So that’s what I did.”9  But despite the seemingly large increase in 

female workers, securing a job was not easy for women. Many shipyards only hired women 

when a labor shortage was on hand, while many others paid less to women and even less to 

African American women. In addition, women were still required by society to do their 

traditional jobs of cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the children. But the very fact that life 

was hard for west coast women bred a new, tougher woman: one that was self sufficient, capable 

of work, and crucial to the Pacific war effort. Whether it was welding ships as “Wendy the 

                                                           
 
8 “Tending the Homefront: The Many Roles of Bay Area Women During World War II,” World War II in 

the San Francisco Bay Area, April 2, 2018,  http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwiibayarea/womenatwar.htm. 
9 Avis Blanchette, Interview by David Dunham, February 13, 2004, 

http://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/roho/ucb/text/blanchette_avis.pdf. 

http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwiibayarea/womenatwar.htm
http://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/roho/ucb/text/blanchette_avis.pdf
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Welder” or collecting books for overseas soldiers as part of the “Victory Book Campaign,” 

women came to represent a new role, one that was just as important as the role of men off at war 

or working side by side with women in the shipyards. Even after the war, the new image and 

lifestyle that many Bay Area women had found remained. A survey by the U.S. Department of 

Labor (Women’s Bureau) found that 70% of Bay Area women wished to keep their new 

industrious jobs after the war, and that 20% of the women in the survey had become their 

family’s breadwinner.10  This was an incredible transformation that would later have profound 

effects in the area. 

Working in the shipyards was not the only job that Bay Area women did. Many had other 

war-related jobs, such as refurbishing railroad cars to carry troops and charting the positions of 

enemy planes. Even in their communities, women showed that they were more than just house 

cleaners and cookers. Many women started taking on jobs that were left by men going to war, 

like driving taxi cabs and delivering mail. Bay Area women even took on jobs that directly 

related to service men. For the entertainment of service men, many women helped stage dances 

and parties for troops at canteens, like one that was set up in San Francisco’s Ferry Building. 

Others created mobile kitchens to help feed troops. In every aspect of life and culture, Bay Area 

women did what was needed to support the war effort. Their tremendous work gave women in 

general a new social status, one that portrayed them as more than their “homemaker” role 

previously made them appear.11  Patricia Buls, who moved to the Bay Area in 1942 and worked 

in the shipyards, summed up how the Bay Area changed the status of women when she said “I do 

think that the shipyard days gave women a whole new outlook on life: that I am an individual, 

                                                           
10 “Tending the Homefront: The Many Roles of Bay Area Women During World War II.” 
11 Ibid. 
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and I am important, and I can earn my own living. And I think that was a big thing that happened 

during the war.12”   This newfound feeling of self-worth and independence would remain with 

many women long after the war was over. 

Even with many of the Bay Area’s women working, thousands of workers were still 

needed, and so many other people migrated to the Bay Area in search of work. With such an 

influx of people, the Bay Area’s infrastructure was overloaded. In just five years, the Bay Area’s 

population increased by 500,000, causing housing and water shortages. As the population 

continued to rise, the Bay Area made some infrastructure changes to alleviate the pressure, some 

of which are still evident today. When the rush to the bay for work began, life was difficult. 

Housing was so tight that many people turned to renting their spare rooms, basements, garages, 

and even back porches to keep the tide of workers off the streets. Avis Blanchette recalls how 

she shared a room with other workers, just so she could have a bed to sleep in, and that, “This 

house, during the war years, was occupied by – round the clock, people would take shifts on the 

beds because there was a shortage of housing.13” Such beds as described by Avis were 

commonly called “hot beds” because as soon as one worker left for work, another would lay 

down before the bed was even cold. Some people, including the military, turned public parks into 

temporary shelter as well. In response to the crisis, the federal government supplied the funding 

for public housing complexes, most of which were run by local city authorities.14 While the 

additional housing helped, it was still not enough.  However, as every hand was needed for the 

Pacific war effort, the people of the Bay Area endured the cramped conditions. One thing that 

                                                           
12 Patricia Buls, Interview by Kathryn Stine, February 12, 2003, 

http://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/roho/ucb/text/buls_patricia.pdf. 
13 Avis Blanchette Interview. 
14 Charles Wollenberg, Berkeley, a City in History (Berkeley, CA: University of California Berkeley Press, 

2008), pg. 246. 

http://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/roho/ucb/text/buls_patricia.pdf
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could not be endured, though, was the lack of fresh water. Not only did the San Francisco 

residents and military troops need it, but so did the shipyards and other war time industries that 

had sprung up along the bay’s perimeter. As a solution, larger, more extensive water projects 

were built. Since the water used by the projects came from higher elevations, most of the projects 

included a hydroelectric component as well. This drastically reduced the long-term cost of the 

projects, supplied electricity to the Bay Area, and introduced lasting infrastructure changes.15  So 

the response to the shortages of World War Two led to the development of the water system that 

still provides the Bay Area's water today. 

Even though the Bay Area produced ships to combat the enemy away from home, it still 

prepared for the worst: a Japanese invasion of the west coast. The preparation started with an 

intense fortification of the coastline, consisting of forts, batteries, search lights, radars, a code 

breaking station, and “base end stations,” which were observation posts placed along the coast. If 

the men manning such stations caught sight of a Japanese fleet, it was their job to direct the 

defense effort by telephone.16 Many of the forts and batteries were smaller, but some could boast 

incredible firepower. Specifically, two batteries were upgraded with the largest guns in the 

American arsenal: 16 inch caliber rifle guns that could launch a 2,100 pound projectile almost 26 

miles. To protect these weapons from bombardment, the bases were built with 20 feet of 

concrete on top. These bases and forts were scattered along the coast, from Fort Cronkhite in the 

Marin Headlands to Fort Scott in the Presidio. Perhaps the most drastic defense effort was the 

underwater minefield that was laid in the bay, consisting of not only mines but depth charges as 

well. 

                                                           
15  “Mobilization for the Duration: The Bay Area in the Good War,” World War II in the San Francisco Bay 

Area, March 18, 2018, http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwIIbayarea/mobilization.htm. 
16 Seacoast Defense – Fortress San Francisco. 

http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/wwIIbayarea/mobilization.htm


   
 

8 
 

The extensive network of military forts and batteries greatly changed the environment of 

the San Francisco Bay Area. Besides the shelled out remnants of the batteries that can be found 

in the Presidio and Marin Headlands, visitors can also see museums located at certain forts, like 

the preserved  “mobilization barracks” at Fort Cronkhite. But perhaps the most important impact 

from World War II on the Bay Area’s environment was the preservation of the land itself.  As 

part of its defense of the bay, the U.S. military bought large tracts of land along the coast at the 

mouth of the bay to build defenses on. When the threat of an invasion diminished, the military 

left the land vacant. Kept out of private hands, the land became a rich “green belt” along the 

coast, and was finally made the Golden Gate National Recreation Area by Congress in 1972. The 

recreation area soon became a popular destination for travelers visiting the Bay Area.17  This 

huge environmental change that spawned from World War II continues to delight Bay Area 

residents and visitors alike, and is perhaps one of a kind with its proximity to urban San 

Francisco and the Pacific Ocean. 

Although World War II ended more than 66 years ago, the changes it created in the Bay 

Area can still be seen today. While most of the public housing units built for the workers 

migrating to the Bay Area are gone, some infrastructure changes from World War II remain. The 

privately owned Atchison Village in Richmond consists of single family units and the Albany 

Village is used by the University of California at Berkeley as student housing.18 Other remnants 

from the war activities are still used regularly, like the above mentioned Golden Gate Recreation 

Area, water works, and hydroelectric power. Some of the effects were less immediate, like how 

the population explosion in the Bay Area during the war years and the growth from that 

population thereafter undoubtedly contributed in making California the most populous state, 

                                                           
17 Ibid. 
18 Wollenberg, Berkeley, a City in History, pg. 11. 
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which in turn instigated further infrastructure changes. But perhaps the most visible change due 

to World War II in the bay area was the change in women’s status. The effort of Bay Area 

women during World War II created a foothold from which the idea of capable, individual, and 

intellectual women could spread. Currently, both of California’s U.S. Senators are female, as 

well as many of its numerous representatives.19 As of 2008, women made up 46.5% of the US 

labor force, an amount almost equal to men.20  Both of these statistics are giant leaps from where 

they were before the war, and only help to confirm the impact of World War II on the Bay Area 

and beyond.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19 “Directory of Representatives,” United States House of Representatives, Date of Access March 31, 2018, 

http://www.house.gov/representatives/#state_ca. 
20 “Employment Status of Women and Men in 2008,” Department of Labor (Women’s Bureau), Date of 

Access April 5, 2018, http://www.dol.gov/wb/factsheets/Qf-ESWM08.htm. 

http://www.house.gov/representatives/#state_ca
http://www.dol.gov/wb/factsheets/Qf-ESWM08.htm
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