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A MESSAGE FROM YOl}R BO..4RDMEMBERS
This month will commemorate the end of our first year as the
new Colma Historical Association. Our 5 catagories to be listed on
our Founders Plaque is as follows:
9 Patrons

51 Seniors

29 Businesses
24 Families

20 Individuals

This first year we have established our by-laws, filed as a
non-profit organization, completed a membership drive and are still
working towards our train station museum. (The holdup is BART,
who is still withholding the keys). We have been blessed with many
donations, most of which have been displayed in our cases at Town
Hall.
Christine Stinson from Holy Cross Cemetery, has offered to be
our publicity representative and we tlank her for her offer. We also
thank all of you who signed up to work on the train station
restoration once we get underway we will be giving you a call.
In the meantime we will try to be more active and have more
things going on. We will be having a fund raiser at the 4th of July
B.B.Q. at Molloy's and up at the fireworks display. We are selling
neon necklaces and 3D eye glasses that enhance the fireworks,
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3:00 p.m. BBQ - Molloys
p.m. Fireworks on
Hillside Blvd.

I 9:30

I July 8th
Final date for corrections
or additions to our Founders
Plaque.

August 14th
Celebration of Historical
Association Anniversary &
Colma's 70th Anniversary.

August 27th & 28th
Victorian Days in the
Park sponsored by the San
Mateo County Historical
Association.

Save August 14th for a celebration at Colma Town Hall. We are celebrating the end of our first
year, and Calma's 70th Anniversary. Incorporation date of August 24, 1924. This will be on Sunday
at 2:00 p.m, a buffet will be served after the program. Our Founders Plaque will be completed and on
display.
At the Victorian Days in the Park, we will have a booth on History Lane. Old time pictures of
Colma will be on Display. Anyone wanting to help our booth will be welcome.

TIUlnk You One and alljor your support.
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In Memory of Charles Gerrans
Charles Gcmms was bomin S.F. on
March 31, 1915. He attCDial Balboa High and
met hia sweetheart Kay Callan, only 15, at a dance
in Daly City, put on by Lady of Papctnal Help.
She said he was a lardsome 20 year old and
a gnat dancer. Then the love lug bit. They became
engaged when she was 17 aIJl attml~ Jefferson
High School, They muried when she was 19 on
March30, 1940. They have cc1ebratal54 years of
wedlock alii raisal3 cln1drcn, 2 girls, Judy and
Kathy, and a son Michael
Charles first job was with Raincer Brewing Co.
in S.F. as a bottl(t, then he moved on to ajob on
the waterfrout as a plumber of ships. WorH War II
came along and he joined the Navy, becoming a
Chief Petty Officer, serving in Guam.. Once out of
the service he was employed by Goklen State Daily
as a ddivcry man. Employment in Colma began at
Woodlawn Cemetery then to Christy Vault for eight
years which then led to Cypress Lawn and finally to Salem Cemetery. Clarlie lived with his wife
Kay for 31 years on Salem property.
Charlie was president of the Cemetery Union for 15 years and was also on the Planning
Commission fcr 12 years. He loved prize fighting and W1lS a light-heavy weight prize frighter, having
22 bouts. His sister in law, Liz said, -My knuckles are enlarged as I used to fill in as his sparing
partner, believe it or not", He also used to play golf am ci coarse was an avid 49er fan and faithful
game attendee.
Charlie served as a Colma City. Coo.ncil Member from 198O-i994. He served as Mayor
. and
Vke-M3Jor several times while in office. Charlie was very active on moving Colma into the 11st
Century, as shown with his involvement with sewer capacity purchase from Daly City and Sooth
Sm Francisco in Cl'der to assure growth for our community: the successful negotiations with Daly
Citv to annex B, C & D Streets, construction of the Senior Honsins, remodlina of Citv Hall.
porclme oflmi for growth and many other positive projects the Council approved du...-ffig his time in
office.
Charlie also known as Colma's "Official Historian" and could be seen many times on television.
heard on radio and mentioned in many articles written about Colma's history. In addition he led
man)' nnrs through the cemeteries. explaining to people of all ages the history and importance of
Colna alii the cemeteries, It is indeed unfortunate that Charlie was DOt.able to see his dream come
tme with the establishment and opening of a Com Museum. lnt we will all work hard to carry rot
his dream with the help and support of the Council and comnmnity.
Charlie was an effective and im.portaIt put of the Council taking new members under his wing
and showing them the ropes. He was active on County Boards and comminees representing Com
cffa:tivelyand positively. We will miss Charlie and his love for Cdna but his legacy will live on
forever. mitren by PaTHatfield, iliformation ob;ainedfrom Kay Gerrans and Frances Lisron.
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Early Days, ca. 1905

The First
Colma Station

W

hen the Old Colma Depot is restored, it will continue to play
an important role in California
transportation history. Under it will pass
the new BART tracks currently under construction, and nearby is Interstate 280two of the latest chapters in this history. At
one time the Depot stood on track that was
linked to both the Southern Pacific and the
Central Pacific Railroads, which brought
passengers and freight to the Bay Area from
the east and south, and ultimately from
Europe and the far east.
The Colma Depot was built in 1881 by
Southern Pacific, and was on the track that
formed the original line between San Francisco and San Jose. This line was built by
the San Francisco & San JoseRailroad, and
was one of the earliest operating intercity
lines in the state. Before its construction,
freight, and passenger traffic between San
Francisco and the Santa Clara Valley was
limited to stage coaches and ship and stage
coach combinations. The stage coach trip
between the two cities took nine hours and
was often delayed further or cancelled due
to mud and fog. During the brief period in
1849-1851that San Josewas the state'scapital, the citizens of that city and the state
legislators began to lobby for a railroad line
to replace this cumbersome journey. After
many false starts, the line was finally begun
in 1860. However, since several of the investors also held property near Mission Dolores, in San Francisco, they urged that the
engineer's second route choice, over San
Bruno Mountain rather than through it, be
the one for this line. This would bring the
track directly by or through their Mission
Dolores holdings, thus increasing their
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value. This route also necessitated a nearly
300-foot climb over San Bruno Mountain,
which is why the engineer had originally
recommended a route along the Bay, with
tunnels through the mountain.
The San Francisco & San Jose Railroad
began operating a daily train to and from
San Josein January 1864. The train left San
Francisco at 8 AM, arriving in San Jose at
11:30 AM. The return trip left San Jose at
4 PM each day. The line was immediately
popular, averaging over 700 passengersper
day in its first month. A month later a second train was added, leaving San Jose at
7:30 AM and returning at 3:30 PM. Thus
it became possible to "commute" up and
down the peninsula. The one-way fare was
$2.50, a far cry from the $32 cost of the
previous stage journey. When built, the
Colma Depot was the ninth station on the
trip from San Francisco to San Jose.
In June 1864 the first freight train was
added to the line. This train left San Jose
at 5 AM each day and also carried one
passenger coach. In August 1865 the first
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Colma Station, ca. 1956

engine built in California was added to the
line. It was appropriately named the "California." From this point on, all the engines
and cars used by the line were built by San
Francisco's Union Iron Works, which was
operated by one of the Railroad's owners.
The line was responsible for several innovations, including a weekend hunting car
complete with iron posts for leashing the
dogs (there was a 20 cent fare for each
dog). The line also operated special excursion trains and ran funeral cars to Colma's
cemeteries. Southern Pacific, which had
acquired the line in 1869, built the Colma
Depot in 1881. It then became a regular
stop on the San Francisco-San Jose line.
In 1904 the Bayshore Cutoff was begun,
following the route originally recommended by the engineer in 1851.However,
the tunnels through San Bruno Mountain
were partially damaged by the 1906 earthquake, and thus service did not begin until
December 1907. From this point on, most
of the passenger service switched to the
new route, and the line through Colma be-
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PAST AND PRESENT

came primarily a freight line with some
passenger trains, but these are not recorded
and most were probably funeral trains.
Regularly scheduled passenger traffic
ceased in 1942, and the last recorded excursion train ran through the station in
1953. During the forties and fifties the station handled mostly freight for a run that
originated in South San Francisco and
made deliveries to several businesses between there and Elkton, which was just
north of Ocean Avenue. The crews at the
time referred to this train as the Hill Cannonball because it had to climb the hill to
Daly City. The Daly City/Colma portion of
the line was abandoned in 1964, and the
last of the right-of-wav disappeared with
the construction of Interstate 280 and
BART.
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The Depot on Wheels
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A MESSAGE FROM YOUR BOARDMEMBERS
This is the time to renew your membership. A reminder that all
memberships art" from July to July. No matter when you sign up. .
We took many late memberships this year so that they could get
their tame on the Founders Plaque. Of course we are always willing
to accept any membership dues at any time, but renewal will always
be in July. This year we are late in sending out notices which is our
fault and we apologize. There is a form attached for you to mail in
and we are looking forward to your continued support.
One of our members wrote to us a very imformative letter. We
decided to share it with all of you and would like your input and
how yru feel aboit such a project as this. Please call or write us.
You might use the bottom half of the Membership F onn for your
suggestions.
The Train Station is still up in the air. Literally. We are still
waiting with high hopes. One of these days we will get it down on
the ground 80 we can get to it. We know you are all anxious and so
arewe.
Our Founders Plaque is magnificent. If you haven't seen it, go
by City Hall, it is in the Council Chambers. Richard Sangalli
designed and buili it. Ronald Doyle donated the train for it. It
makes us all feel proud to be put of creating this new Association
to preserve and record the history of our Town of Colma.
Our first years celebration & Colma's 70th Anniversary Party
wall a success. Ken Gillespie from Daly City/Colma Historical
Guild gave a great discourse about events in 1924. If you didn't
come you missed a Great Party!
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Dates

October 22 - 23
N oodlefest at
BART/Samtrans Park &
Ride Lot. Sat. & 81m lOaSp. Need sign ups for Colma '
Historical Booth.

I September 17, 1994
Three different events on the
same day from neighboring
Histoncal Associations All
worth attending.
I

Half Moon Bay - Visit
the Jail Museum & Flowers
in Design demonstration
9a- 3p downtown.
Burlingame Train Station
Centennial Celebration
1~ -5p. Burlingame Ave &
California Drive.
Pacifica - Rancho Day
Fiesta at Sanchez Abode
I Historical site. Noon to 4p.
1000 Linda Mar Blvd.

IN

MEMORY OF HAL DoNAHUE

1924 -1994
Born on June 28, 1924 in Rochester,
Minn. His was a farming family with two
brothers and one sister. He lived at home
until World Vvar II when he enlisted in the
Army. He was a Private 1st Class and
served on the front lines in Germany. In
1946 at the end of the war, he decided to
settle in California. The San Francisco Bay
Area became his home. He must have loved
it here and wrote so much about it that his
whole family, mother, father. brothers and
sister followed him here to settle permanently. Like so many men mustering out of
1heservice. looking for jobs and not
knowing what thei r lifes ambition is, Hal
joined 1he multitude and got his first job
as a taxi driver. He also tried for a short term
filling cigarette vending machines. Settled finally in Real Estate and got his brokers
license. He moved to South San Francisco and then Daly City and Colma. He was married
in Reno in 1951 and had a daughter named Kelly who was his pride and joy. He divorced
after 14 years of marriage and has been a bachelor ever since. He always enjoyed sharing
1houghts and ideas with people, but more on a one to one basis rather 1han within crowds.
Generous, sincere, honest and up front is the way his family and friends describe him. He
loved gaming and spent his spare time in Las Vegas at the crap tables. He was good at it.
He was much teased being Treasurer of the City of Colma about where he got his stakes.
Hal was appointed to the City Council in 1984. After serving several years as
Councilman he was appointed to 1he position of City Treasurer and served in that position
until his death on August 5, 1994. Hal played a very important role in city projects such as
the Senior Housing. 1he purchase of the land for the Dog Park and the F Street Park. It is
very sad that he will not realize his dream, to live in the Senior Apartments and see the
revenue replenish City Funds used to build the apartments. He worked very hard to assure
1hatColma had a quality first class facility.
His knowledge and experience in financial matters kept the City in the black and
earning the most from investments during very hard economic times. We will all miss Hal
and he will always be remembered for his interest and love for Colma.

DISPLAY CASES
WE WISH TO THANK ALL THOSE
THAT CAME THROUGH TO FILL
OUR DISPLAY CASES. THE TOYS
WERE OUTSTANDING. WE FILLED
2 CASES WITH ANT-IQUE TOYS.
FRANK RISSO'S COLLECTION
FILLED ONE CASE ALL BY ITSELF. WE ALSO THANK SHIRLEY
HILL AND ALICE LETCAVAGE,&
DAVID AND PAT HATFIELD FOR
THEIR TOY DISPLAYS. THE
SCOUTING DAYS IN COLMA WAS
ALSO A GREAT DISPLAY WITH
PICTURES & MEMORIBILIA
FROM MELDA BROWN, ALICE
LETCAVAGE, MARY BRODZIN
& PAT HATFIELD. THE NEWEST
DISPLAY WAS DONE BY OUR
VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPT. DENNIS
FISICARO BROUGHT IN A BOX
FULL OF PICTURES, RECORDS
& ARTIFACTS. VERY GOOD SHOW.
THANK YOU ALL. REMEMBER THESE
THINGS ARE ALL ONLY ON LOAN
FOR THREE MONTHS AND THEN THEY
ARE RETURNED. SO PLEASE SHARE
WITH US SOME OF YOUR TREASURES.
WHEN WE HAVE A DISPLAY THAT
YOU COULD PARTICIPATE IN.
FOR THE OCT. NOV. & DEC.
DISPLAY WILL BE OLD XMAS.
. I
t
ORNAMENTS. SO CLEAR OUT THE
ATTIC OR CLOSET & LETS SEE
WHAT YOU CAN COME UP WITH.
WHOOPS! ALMOST FORGO'!'TO
THANK OUR POLICE CHIEF FOR
HIS COLLECTION OF POLICE PATCHES. THEY REPRESENT ALMOST
EVERY ~AW ENFORCEMENT AGENCY-IN
THE STATE. A VERY' SP~CIAL COLLECTION.
SHARING COLMA'S HISTORY & PAGES
FROM THE PAST
WE PRINT A LITTLE BIT OF HISTORY
EVERY MONTH IN THE CITY OF COLMA'S
NEWSLETTER. THERE ARE SOME OF YOU
WHO MIGHT NOT RECEIVE THIS BULLETIN.
IF YOU WOULD LIKE COPIES OF THIS,
WE WOULD BE GLAD TO SEND IT TO YOU.
JUST LET US KNOW.

"

WHO & WHAT DO YOU KNOW?
WE ARE IN OUR INFANCY AND ARE
IN THE PROCESS OF LEARNING ALL
ABOUT COLMA. WHAT WE ARE LOOKING FOR ARE STORIES OF THE
EARLY FAMILIES AND NOT SO EARLY
FAMILIES WHO HAVE LIVED AND
CONTRIBUTED TO COLMA. IF YOU
HAVE ALOT OR JUST A TIDBIT TO
SHARE WE WOULD LIKE YOU TO GIVE
US A CALL. YOU COULD WRITE IT
UP OR RECORD THE INFO ON A
CASSETTE TAPE OR TALK TO US.
TIME GOES BY SO FAST AND BEFORE
YOU KNOW IT, 'PEOPLE ARE GONE
AND THEIR KNOWLEDGE WITH THEM.
WE NEED TO RECORD AS MUCH AS
WE CAN AND OF COURSE ANY PICTURES,
LETTERS OR DOCUMENTS WOULD BE
APPRECIATED. COLMA TOOK IN A
MUCH LARGER AREA AT ONE TIME.
WE ARE MAINLY INTERESTED IN THE
INCORPDRATED AREA OF TODAY TO
START OUT WITH. THIS INFORMATION
WOULD BE NICE TO INCORPDRATE
INTO A BOOK IN THE FUTURE.

VICTORIAN DAYS IN THE PARK
VICTORIAN DAYS AND OUR BOOTH WERE
FUN AND INFORMATIVE. MET LOTS OF
INTERESTING PEOPLE WHO ..
HAD- STORIES
TO SHARE WITH US. ONE LADY ASKED
US IF WE HAD WEDDINGS PERFORMED
IN OUR CEMETERIES. NEW & IGNQRANT
AS WE ARE,~I TOLD HER I DIDN'T
BELIEVE SO. KEN GILLESPIE SET US
STRAIGHT WITH THE ANSWER,"YES,
.CYPRESS LAWN HOLDS MANY WEDDINGS
IN THEIR BEAUTIFUL CHAPELS." ANYWAY WE WANT TO THANK MILLIE
CHRISTIANO FOR HER TIME MANNING
OUR BOOTH ALONG WITH BOARDMEMBERS
PAT HATFIELD, MARY BRODZIN,ALICE
LETCAVAGE & PAT'S DAUGHTER B.J.
PINTO & HER SISTER SUSAN HUDSON.
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Seniors, 60 yrs. & up/Students

AotivelIndividuals
Family
Patrons

Business

$10.00
$15.00
$25.00
$50.00!
$100.00
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Mail to! Colma Historical Assoc. 1198 El Camino Real
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Please include any ideas tlat ym feel would help improve our Asscciation We would especially
like your thmghts on Mr. Risso's letter.
. If you would be willing to staff our booth for two hours on Saturday or Sunlay at the N oodlefest
it would be appreciated. Sign your name below with the hours you are available aid we will call you,

Colma Historical Association
1198 EI Camino Real Colma, CA 94014 415-997-8300!Fax 415-997-8308
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May 28, 1994
Ms. Alice Letcavage
Colma Historical Association
1198 El Camino Real
Colma, California 94014
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Dear Ms. Letcavage,
During the spring semester at San Francisco State University, I was able to take a class on
the history, culture, and society of San Francisco. Part of the class required that all, students
complete a creative project on some aspect of San Francisco society. As you might have
guessed. I choose the cemeteries of Colma. While I leanred-many things about the histories of
the cemeteries, it is what I learned about their present condition that disturbed me. but got me to
think.
For my report I spent many hours of field research in several cemeteries and in almost
each one I saw pattern of neglect, :~ '.. ., . .: ".' : - ~.:
~.. ,.-~.!...•., - -..
. .. Many of the
tombs and family mausoleums are in disrepair, vandalized, and full 01 litter and debris. I
reported the neglect and vandalism of two old private mausoleums ;.. •. .;; ,
.
.-. .The first mausoleum belongs to Richard Tobin :'"..' " '. ..
It is a massive granite building holding the remains of twelve family members. The door was
wide open and apparently somebody has chipped away a statue or vase that was located in a
niche at the end of the mausoleum. In one section of the tile floor were the remains of a dead
bird. I took the liberty of closing the door to keep vandals out but could not lock it.
The second m!l.!l~~~el:lID
..~~JQ.ngst~,-M.ary Devlin and dates from 1892. ~_-. . '., .
.
101" mausoleum seems to be a victim of both .
vandals and nature. The gate and door are both open and the inside is in disarray. Dirt, lawn
clippings and mold cover the floor. The wooden door and altar are rotten and the fixtures that
adorn them are broken or disintegrating. Worst of all, a piece of San Francisco history is slowly
disappearing. On the grave of Mary Devlin (1840-1892) is a fading glass plate photograph.
While photographs on graves were popular during the early part of this century, it is unusual to
see a glass plate photo and to see one that can be traced back over a hundred years ago. Her
photo depicts a typical Victorian woman froin San Francisco and that is a rare find, especially
when one considers that it has survived the ravages of time. Again I took the liberty of closing
the door.
However, this weekend I returned to see if the situations have improved but they have
not. The Tobin Mausoleum's door was wide open again and considering that it is made out of
bronze and weighs a ton, the wind could not have opened it all the way. As for the Devlin
Mausoleum, it is closed but not locked and I fear that one day a vandal will find it and do some
more damage .
.You are probably wondering why I would bring these events before you. The cemeteries
are the most important historical treasures within Colma. if not Northern California. While the
Association does not want to just emphasize the historical importance of the cemeteries. the
cemeteries have had a big role in the evolution of Colma. Therefore, we should do more to help
preserve the cemeteries before it is too late. Although it is the responsibility of each cemetery to
.>
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take care of their graves. it is apparent that many cemeteries are understaffed and are financially
unable to preserve the older sections of graves. This is were we should come in and help.
I suggest that the Association follow the role of the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce.
which allow individuals to "adopt" a star on the "Walk. of Fame". It is the responsibility of the
individual to take care of the star as far as polishing it. scraping the gum and garbage off of it and
so on. We should create a similar program in which the public or members should be
encouraged to adopted an older grave and see that it receives the proper care. Many of the
family plots that are suppose to have grass or ground cover on top are covered in weeds,
sometimes two feet tall. Other tombs have so much moss on them that you cannot read the
names or dates. Also it seems the ground crews at all the cemeteries never clean the grass
clippings off the graves. If we had people adopt graves. these problems might be solved.
This leads into my second point: get the public involved. Although the Association has
monthly meetings, they are not open to the members. If you want people to stay involved with
the Association. we must open the meetings up. thereby allowing the members to give
suggestions and receive feedback from the board. By waiting for an annual meeting. people will
become disinterested in the Association or we might loose a member. as we just did with the
untimely death of Charles Gerrans. He was a fountain of knowledge and we did not get a chance
to learn from him. Therefore, we should make an effort to record the family and personal
histories of Colma's elderly residents, both past and present, before they too are gone. The
South City Archives has had a program of interviewing elderly residents who have lived in the
city for many years. They also audio record the interviews and try to obtain copies of old
photographs for their records. Enclosed I have sent you a copy of their interview format. By
following a similar program we will save Colma's informal history that one cannot read in a
regular history book or in any book Michael Svanevik and Shirley Burgett write.
Finally, in order to get people involved we need some activities for the members. The
Association cannot expect to take money from the members and then not arrange for activities to
get the members together. Let's create seminars, as the South City Historical Association has
done on different aspects of their city's history. We could also arrange tours of the cemeteries,
like Cypress Lawn's tour. If a cemetery does not have a tour then we should work. with them to
create one. The Association should eventually try to create its own set of tours for the public led
by members of the Association. similar to the tour offered at the Iolani Palace in Honolulu where
the members of the local historical association give the tour of the publicly owned historical
landmark. If we set up tours with the cooperation of the cemeteries and ask for a minimal
donation. we could raise funds to help preserve the graves. Also we should try to create a
preservation committee. which would identify historical residential and commercial buildings in
both unincorporated and incorporated Colma. Once identified and with the approval of the
owner we could post signs declaring them City Historical Landmarks. such as they have done in
South City. As I stated before our task should be to get people involved. The museum is
important but we cannot base a historical association on the museum alone.
These are only a few of my thoughts on creating a better Association. I hope you and the
other board members lake into consideration these ideas and strive to make the Association more
user friendly. We have many members who want to get involved and in order to keep the
interest alive we should start now. I thank you for your time and I hope to hear from you soon.

)J~~

Frank Risso

