
The World War II Home Front in the Hayward Area 

 

Introduction: 

When Pearl Harbor was attacked on December 7, 1941, it immediately changed how Hayward 

area residents lived their everyday lives for the following 4 years.  Hundreds of local men served 

in the armed forces during the war and many were killed in action in Europe and Pacific. Some 

local women also volunteered for service as “Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency 

Service”, better known as WAVES. Like the rest of the country, Hayward area residents served 

bravely, both at home and abroad.  

On the home front, wartime rationing and restrictions had major consequences for residents. 

Some were positive. Residents donated rubber and metal toward local scrap drives and gave 

blood to the Red Cross. Other consequences were decidedly negative, especially the 

incarceration of Japanese Americans for no other reason except their race. This essay explores 

some of the ways the Hayward area was impacted by World War II.  

 

The USO: “Hayward Hospitality House” During WWII 

 

Hayward Veteran's Building, known during the war as the “Hayward Hospitality House” 
(HAHS Collection)      

Hayward’s branch of the United Service Organizations (the USO) started in March 1942. Milt 

Dohner, a local businessman, agreed to head the new branch and begin a fundraising campaign. 



The first fundraising goal was set at $5,000. What exactly that money would be spent on was 

unclear, but like most other groups in early 1942, there was a push to raise money in support of 

the war effort. 

Within a month, Hayward’s USO had raised $1,700, most of that money coming from John 

Haar’s Pickle Works and its employees. Soon after, fundraising began to fall flat and the USO 

put out a call to local women to help raise more funds.  For the rest of 1942, there is little 

mention of the USO or Milt Dohner. At that point there was still no location for the USO.  

In 1943, a year after the USO organized in Hayward, the Hayward Lions Club renewed the effort 

to acquire a space for the USO to function and hold events. The renewal of interest was due in 

part to the fact that Camp Parks, a new US Navy base, just over the hill in Dublin, was growing 

quickly as well as Hayward’s Army Air Field (today’s Hayward Airport).  

A week later, on March 17, 1943, it was announced that the Veteran’s Hall on Main Street 

would be used as the “Hayward Hospitality House”, operated by the Hayward USO. The move 

was backed by veteran’s organizations and had a budget of $11,000 dollars to begin operations.  

A few months later the city allocated $600 a month to operate the hall consistently. Later that 

fall, Hayward’s mayor Don Leidig took over Milt Dohner’s position as head of the Hayward USO.  

Leidig would lead the operation through the conclusion of the war.  

Throughout 1943 and 1944, the Hayward Hospitality House held weekly events for servicemen. 

Periodically, the USO held open houses to allow the public to see and participate. The open 

houses were well advertised events with lots of publicized music and dance acts, including hula 

dancers, radio DJ’s and various dance and comedy tropes. The most consistent, with 

appearances at least once a week, was the Camp Parks Band. Local acts like the “Valdez Show” 

were also featured often.  Seasonal Halloween, Thanksgiving and Christmas events also took 

place in 1943 and 1944. 

The USO provided a place for servicemen, most of whom were far away from home, a break 

from the war. It gave them a chance to relax a bit, dance or talk with a pretty girl, grab a cup of 

coffee and a snack, maybe even take a quiet moment to write a letter home on the stationary 

provided. It was a moment of normalcy in a chaotic time. 

Other more serious anniversaries and events, such as Pearl Harbor Day, were commemorated 

at the USO as well.  The USO was operated by volunteers, mostly women. A December 1943 

editorial praised area women for their work. By the end of 1943, less than a year after opening, 

the USO was entertaining as many as 12,000 people a month.  By the end of the war, over 200 

volunteers were credited with donating time to the USO. The flow of servicemen, mostly from 

Camp Parks and the Hayward Army Airfield, increased more as the war went on. At the start of 

1944, signs were placed around town to guide service men to the USO.  



 

"Camp Parks Band" at the USO (HAHS Collection) 

 

The high point for the Hayward USO came in November 1944. An event hosted by the Lions 

Club drew 1,300 servicemen. The event set the record for the largest one-night crowd since the 

acquisition of the Veteran’s Hall for the Hayward Hospitality House.  At the end of that same 

month, the USO presented pins to volunteers, commemorating those who had given at least 50 

hours of service to the USO.  

In March 1945, the Hayward USO celebrated its second birthday—only a few months later the 

war would end. In September 1945, less than a month after Japan’s surrender, it was 

announced that the Hayward Hospitality House would be closed and the Veteran’s Hall 

returned to the Veterans starting in September. The closure was deemed necessary so that 

Veterans’ groups could accommodate the influx of returning servicemen.   

In October, the USO conducted one last large program to commemorate its 30 months in 

existence. The program featured a huge volunteer recognition party. Hundreds of volunteers 

were recognized for donating time to the USO in its almost three-year existence. The Hayward 

Journal summarized the accomplishments of the USO in Hayward: 30 months of service, half a 

million servicemen hosted, hundreds of volunteers, and a total of 270,000 hours of their time 



donated to the Hayward Hospitality House were tallied up at the closure of the USO branch. 

With that, a brief chapter in Hayward’s wartime history concluded.  

 

 

Blackouts, “Dim-outs” and Air Wardens: Civil Defense and 

Community Response during WWII 

Civil Defense activities in the Hayward area during World War II consisted primarily of blackout 

and “dim out” drills, as well as volunteer aerial observation in a network of observation towers.  

The civil defense activities in Hayward were part of the larger “Civil Defense Corps”. The corps 

was created by President Roosevelt and dissolved in 1945 by President Truman. During the war, 

the Civil Defense Corps encompassed the training and recruitment of community volunteers to 

become auxiliary police, firefighters, medical responders and “decontamination squads”. The 

World War II Civil Defense Corps is separate from the civil defense bureaucracy of the Cold War 

era. That body was not created until 1949.   

The threat of aerial attack by the Japanese led to the establishment of blackout districts up to 

two hundred miles inland from the coastlines of the United States. The “Blackout Corps” in 

Eden and Washington Townships had a total of 1200 volunteers to help enforce the regulations. 

Initially there were eighteen “blackout districts” in Hayward, twelve in Castro Valley, fourteen in 

Ashland and two in San Lorenzo. The blackouts were straightforward and required turning off 

outdoor lights as well as indoor lights and the use of curtains to block viewable light. 

Advertisements for “dimout shades” for sale at Montgomery Ward appeared weekly in local 

newspapers.  In downtown Hayward, neon lights were banned and the Hayward Theater 

marquee was kept off.  

 



 

The Hayward Theater 1948. The marquee was turned off early during the war. 

 (HAHS Collection) 

As soon as the blackout drills began, small information forms began appearing in the 

newspaper. The forms asked readers to fill out basic information for households including the 

numbers of children, elderly and disabled. This was done so that in the event of an air raid, 

block wardens knew what type of first aid assistance was necessary for each home.  Block 

wardens were volunteers whose job it was to enforce black out and dim out regulations as well 

as be a liaison between civil defense authorities and their neighbors. Above all else they were 

first responders to an emergency situation. 

In the summer of 1942, small salmon colored cards were issued to Hayward area school 

children so that in the event of a major disaster, they could be quickly identified.  About a week 

later students exchanged those cards for metal i.d. tags for identification. They were issued at 

Castro Valley, Palomares, Ashland, Markham, Russell, San Lorenzo, Independent, Tennyson, 

Sunset, Mt. Eden, and Valle Vista schools. The tags were provided free of charge by the civil 

defense authorities “to make possible and facilitate the identification of both children and 

adults, and to prevent temporary or long family separation in the event of injury or loss due to 

enemy action or disaster, it is necessary that all persons wear this metal identification tag at all 

times.” Even though the Hayward area was nestled in the East Bay, the threat of attack was 



taken very seriously. Identification tags were not the only materials issued either. That same 

summer gas masks were issued to civil defense first responders in Hayward, Castro Valley and 

Ashland. It was noted there were not enough gas masks for civilians. 

When blackout drills were conducted, Hayward area residents were alerted by a large siren 

above the Hayward Firehouse.  And by the end of 1942, blackout drills were being held 

regularly. In charge of the operation was Jack Holland. Holland was designated “Chief Air Raid 

Warden” for Hayward. Holland was the head of 250 block wardens who met regularly with the 

police department to enforce blackout and “dimout” regulations. 

Drills continued to be held throughout 1942. In 1943, restrictions on lighting began to ease. 

Perhaps most importantly, in November 1943, dimout regulations ended in downtown 

Hayward. This meant neon signs and theater marquees could be turned on once again. These 

lights had not been used since at least early 1942. A year later, Christmas trees were again 

allowed outdoors, with the stipulation that someone had to be on hand to extinguish them in 

the case of an air raid.  Even though regulations lightened, periodic blackout drills were still 

ordered. It was not until August 9, 1945 that California Governor Earl Warren officially ended 

blackout drills.  

 

Observation Towers: 

The observation towers of World War II were set up to recruit civilian volunteers to scan the 

skies for enemy war planes. Observers were given some training in spotting and listening for 

Japanese aircraft. Ideally observation posts were staffed 24 hours a day. These posts were 

considered the first line of defense in the Hayward area and along the California coast.     

A June 1942 editorial titled “Crisis! Observation Post facing Shut-Down Because of Shortage In 

Man Power” summarized the state of the observation posts. Hayward Mayor Don Leidig 

announced that three observation towers would need to be closed due to lack of volunteers. A 

staff of about 450 volunteers was needed to man the posts twenty-four hours a day. Any citizen 

over the age of 15 could volunteer for as little as two hours a week. They could serve at the four 

area towers including Castro Valley, Ashland, the Hayward Highlands or Russell City. Women 

were especially encouraged to volunteer for shifts at these observation posts.  

In August of 1942, fifteen observers received special pins for 100 hours of service. Among the 

recipients was Hayward historian John Sandoval.  By April 1943 Russell City’s observation post 

was also holding ceremonies for 100 hour observers with some 140 volunteers watching the 

skies above Russell City.  After 1943, there is little information regarding the observation posts 



other than a few passing references. The observation towers were quickly dismantled with the 

Civil Defense Corps in 1945 by President Truman.   

 

Agriculture and Canning:  

Hayward’s primary industry during World War II was cannery work. Both the California 

Conservation Company and Hunt’s Cannery employed men, women, and high school students. 

Numerous advertisements and editorials appeared in the summer of 1942 asking for women 

and “businessmen” to volunteer their time in the canneries to save “California’s vital crops.”   

One of the ground observers, Nell Simpson, at her post in the Hayward Hills. 



Students attending Hayward Union High School were used as laborers as well. In October 1942, 

Hayward Union High closed so that students could help harvest tomato crops as close as 

Pleasanton and as far as Contra Costa County.  The high school was closed for nine days in 

cooperation with local farmers. At least 25 Hayward High girls camped at the Pleasanton 

Fairgrounds for two weeks during the harvest.  All told, Hayward Union High School students 

were credited that year with picking an estimated 62,800 boxes of tomatoes.  

For the 1944 season, Hayward students were asked to join other residents in the cannery, not 

the fields. In August 1944, the Hayward Union High School board of trustees pushed back the 

start of the school year by two weeks to keep over 250 students employed at the cannery 

longer. The plea for the delayed opening came directly from the California Conservation 

Company and Hunt’s canneries.  That same month, advertisements for 250 men and 750 

women for cannery work began appearing. The ads were paid for by the Hayward “mayor’s 

committee for cannery requirement”.  More editorials pop up in support of the canneries at this 

time. Unlike in 1942, canneries are viewed as essential defense work by 1944. The next 

summer, in 1945, the advertisements and pleas for women and men to work the canneries 

appeared again. Even after the war was over, there were still pleas from the canneries for 

workers to stay on the job. Canneries and agriculture would remain important in the aftermath 

of World War II.  

 

Scrap Drives: 

In addition to the seven nationwide war bond drives, there were locally organized scrap drives. 

Scrap drives were organized events that local officials held to collect materials for the war 

effort. The collection of metal and rubber were especially important during the first few years 

of the war.   

In June 1942, Hayward held its first large-scale “Rubber Drive”. Hayward residents, led by the 

Lion’s Club, collected 496,296 pounds of rubber. Boy Scouts went door to door asking people to 

gather what scraps they had.  Less than a month later, another Hayward area drive collected 

742,696 pounds of rubber.  

Also that summer, Mt. Eden residents managed to collect fifteen tons of scrap metal in only 

one day. A larger scrap metal drive in Hayward collected a staggering 328.5 tons of metal. The 

items collected included bicycles, bed springs, and Model T Fords. Rumor has it, even 

prohibition era alcohol stills were “donated” to the cause. According to the Journal, that 

particular scrap metal drive set a statewide record.  These scrap drives made 1942 a successful 

year for Hayward’s contribution to the war effort.   



Subsequent scrap drives did not match the amounts collected in 1942. Other area communities 

held smaller drives sporadically, but excitement seemed to plateau. Unlike 1942, later scrap 

drives did not feature large full-page advertisements in local newspapers taken out by the city. 

Instead, later drives were pushed by local chapters of civic clubs. The final scrap metal drive in 

Hayward happened in March 1945. The drive was spearheaded by the Business Women’s 

Association. The event took in four and half tons of scrap. Unlike earlier drives, the news about 

it appeared in a small article on page four.  

 

The Red Cross:  

The Red Cross opened a wartime office in Hayward on January 1, 1942. It was located inside of 

City Hall (on Mission Boulevard).  Like the air raid wardens, fire and police services, the Red 

Cross was considered a part of the civil defense structures that were formalized by early 1942.  

The Red Cross not only operated in Hayward, but smaller communities had their own branches. 

In fall of 1942, a Red Cross service center opened in Mt. Eden, joining another branch at the 

Castro Valley Grammar School.  

The Red Cross ended 1942 successfully with a 100-person blood drive. Part of what made these 

drives successful was the Red Cross’ mobile blood bank. The mobile unit was essentially a truck 

that arrived at various locations in the Hayward area on a monthly basis to collect blood. In this 

instance, the mobile unit was set up at a Presbyterian Church.  The mobile unit continued to 

arrive in town, and the office located in city hall made sure donors were signed up to meet 

monthly quotas. 

The Hayward Red Cross office continued operation quietly in the background for the duration 

of the war. Blood donation itself reached a high point in the area in late 1944, when the mobile 



unit had 177 donors in a single day, more than exceeding Hayward’s donation quota.  As a civil 

defense organization, the Red Cross played a quieter, but important role in Hayward.  

 

 

Red Cross volunteers in Hayward, 

1951. The Red Cross operated 

continuously in Hayward during 

World War II. (HAHS Collection)  

Loyal Americans:  
Japanese American 
Imprisonment During 
World War II 

 “…we believe the part of wisdom 
dictates that Japanese, citizens or not, 

must be, for the most part, evacuated. Harsh. True. But war 
is a harsh business and we did not ask for it….Safety is 
important, and it is far better for a few to be hurt than that a 
few make it possible that many be hurt.” 

The above quote comes from an editorial in the February 26, 
1942 issue of the Hayward Journal newspaper. It was written 
just days after President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 
9066 which granted permission for military commanders on 
the West Coast to issue orders forcing thousands of 
Japanese American citizens from their homes for the 
duration of the war. The editorial disregards the fact that 
the majority of Japanese Americans they were okay with 
“evacuating” were, in fact, American citizens entitled to all 
the rights citizenship entails. This is not the opinion of 
everyone at the time, but it was the opinion of a vocal 
portion. It was an easy leap for many people to make, 
following on the heels of the Japanese bombing of Pearl 
Harbor and combined with long-standing feelings of distrust, 
and even hatred, toward anyone of Asian descent on the 
West Coast. People argued that Japanese Americans would 
be spying for Japan and actively work against the US in 
fighting the war. 



With a majority of the population, along with the local, state, and federal governments, in favor 
of “relocating” Japanese Americans away from the West Coast, families were forced to comply.  
Local Japanese-American citizens had to register at the local office of the War Relocation 
Authority, which in Hayward was located on C Street, close to Mission Boulevard. A few weeks 
after registering, families had to report for “removal” to the interior of the country. 

There were designated evacuation sites along the West Coast, as each area was broken up into 
zones. The Hayward Plaza was the evacuation site for Japanese Americans in the Hayward area. 

In the days leading up to the evacuation in late April and 
May 1942, photographer Dorothea Lange traveled 
through San Francisco and the East Bay documenting the 
lives of Japanese Americans as they faced leaving their 
homes, reported for “evacuation”, and first settled in 
their new temporary quarters. 

Lange’s photos have since become some of the most 
iconic images of this event. The photos show the 
stoicism, confusion, resignation and disappointment in 
the faces of people who felt loyalty to America and that 
their loyalty was under suspicion. These were people 
who had jobs and businesses, homes, cars, possessions, 

and pets. They sent their children to school, paid taxes, played that all-American sport of 
baseball, listened to Bing Crosby and Glenn Miller, and served in the military. But because of 
their ethnicity, they were deemed “enemy aliens” and not trustworthy. 

Even as newspapers like the Hayward Journal 
were arguing that evacuating the Japanese 
American population was the right thing to do, 
they were also encouraging them to continue 
operating their farms and businesses to help 
with the war effort and show their loyalty until 
they were removed from the area. As Japanese 
Americans made frantic plans to sell their 
property or find someone to operate their 
business, none of them knew when or if they 
would return home. 

For most Japanese Americans living in our area, 
they first went to the Tanforan Assembly Center 
across the Bay where they spent several 
months in temporary quarters, under armed 
guard and unable to leave, while more permanent housing was constructed in locations in the 
interior of the country. By fall 1942, most families were moved to Topaz Relocation Center in 



Utah, a desolate place far from the gentle climate and lush landscape of the Hayward area. At 
both locations, families lived in poor, cramped, uncomfortable conditions. 

In the face of extraordinary circumstances, they found ways to live and establish a new normal. 
Forming schools and playing sports, establishing newspapers and planting crops. Many of their 
sons went off to fight in the war for their country. 

Japanese Americans were not passive. Some fought legal battles in the courts against the 
injustice of their incarceration. Others risked prison by refusing to be drafted into military 
service when their civil rights as Americans were being disregarded. Still others refused to 
proclaim their loyalty to a country that would treat them so poorly. And even as they pushed 
back against the injustices they faced, they were doing so as loyal Americans with the right to 
do so. 

The “evacuation” order was lifted in early 1945, paving the way for them to return home. But it 
wasn’t that simple. Some people sold their homes and businesses and had nothing to return to. 
Others had arranged for someone else to operate their business or lease their homes. Getting 
control of their property back wasn’t always easy. It took years to get resettled and 
reestablished. 

It took far longer to get an apology from the government. Finally, in August 1988 President 
Ronald Reagan signed the Civil Liberties Act of 1988, which provided a one-time redress 
payment of $20,000 and an apology to survivors of the internment camps. 

Since those dark days of World War II, there has been a concentrated effort to document the 
stories of Japanese Americans who lived through incarceration. As we approach the 30th 
anniversary of the signing of the Civil Liberties Act and as we face growing racial divisions within 
the country, it is fitting to once again look at this moment in our nation’s history from our local 
perspective. To study those famous photos and learn the stories of these loyal Americans 
directly impacted by racism and wartime hysteria. To remember that we can never go down 
this path again.  

 

The Return of Japanese-American Residents to the  
Hayward Area:  

When it was announced that Japanese-American residents would be allowed to return to the 

Hayward area, reaction was initially muted. A December 1944 article describes Hayward Mayor 

George Mays’ calm stance. Mays, citing a letter from California Governor Earl Warren, “urged 

fullest compliance” and respect for the order allowing the return of Japanese Americans. 

Perhaps fearing some kind of backlash, Mays also “urged the Hayward Community to accept 

the order in the spirit in which it was issued…”  Reaction to Japanese Americans being 



incarcerated was mixed in the general area population, so the same range of feelings existed 

upon the announcement of their return home. 

Not only was the city council concerned with the return of Japanese-American adults, but their 

children as well. An article titled “School Heads to Study Jap Problem” describes various 

Hayward area school officials traveling to Sacramento to attend a conference to discuss their 

return so that school officials would be able “to guard against playground disturbances that 

may follow their return.” In other words, racial violence, even among school children, was a 

concern.  According to the article “[m]any Japanese formerly resided in this area, engaged 

chiefly in truck farming and nursery operations.”  

In general, the uneasiness of the return of Japanese-Americans is summed up in an editorial 

from the editors of the Hayward Journal. The editorial begrudgingly accepts their return, while 

sympathizing with those who wanted the Japanese-Americans to remain interned. The editors 

wrote:    

             Bringing the Japanese back to this coast if their loyalty and patriotism are 

proved, is in full accordance with the constitution. We may not like it or want it. 

Most of us believe it is not deriable [sic] at this time, but there is nothing we can 

do about it except to accept it in the true spirit of Americanism which grants us 

the same freedom which we would deny others. We are apt to be somewhat 

intolerant on this score, in the face of much that has happened, but we cannot 

refuse to grant one group privileges we grant to another. What appears to be a 

problem at the moment, we believe, under American fair play and tolerance, will 

tend to work itself out in good time. We can make it worse by taking things into 

our own hands instead of permitting the law of the land to act as governing 

agent.     

The experience of the Hayward area Japanese population upon their return is not well 

documented in newspapers. A few articles give some impression, but there is little information 

to go on. The Shibata family, for example, returned to Hayward in 1945, but was not able to live 

in their former home right away until the person leasing it finished their lease. And even after 

their return, many white employees left the nursery, not wanting to work for a Japanese 

owner.    

Kimi Fuji, a local resident, summed up the return of many Japanese-Americans saying, “We 

were lucky. My parents, when they came back, had to stay in the hired hands quarters, in the 

back, until Mr. Knodt’s family moved out [the family leasing their home], which was about six 

months later. Most nursery people came back to their homes, but others just had a terrible 

time.”  



Most of the incidents of violence reported in the local newspaper which related to the 

returning Japanese-American population revolved around Centerville, in what is today Fremont.  

A January 1945 article describes a dispute between Raymond Benbow and Yasuto Akato. Yasuto 

leased his truck farm to Raymond before he was sent to camp. Upon his release, he and his wife 

wished to reoccupy their farm immediately, but because Raymond had a lease through March 

1945 a judge allowed Raymond to stay on the Akato’s farm until the lease expired. Raymond 

claimed to be farming the land in Yasuto’s absence. The same article also describes Hayward 

Union High School alumni, Kazno Shikano, returning to his twenty acres in Centerville with no 

problems.  

There are very few reports regarding violence facing returning Japanese-Americans. One article, 

again a report from the Fremont area, stands out. The article, titled “Shots Fired at Jap 

Residents,” describes a drive-by shooting. Two Thornton Avenue homes, owned by Toshiaki 

Idota and Motomoskin Motosaki, were fired at by two men. There was “little damage” done 

because the shooters used “birdshot” pellets. The two families had returned in mid-August 

1945. According to the Alameda County Sheriff, this September incident was “the first such 

incident in Alameda County.”      

Despite these reports from Centerville, there is no real detailed information presented in the 

Hayward Journal newspaper. It seems that if similar incidents of property dispute of violence 

did take place in the Hayward area, the information was not reported as the newspaper began 

to shift toward a postwar tone of renewed Hayward booster-ism that looked at the postwar as 

an opportunity to remake Hayward. 


