
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

 

A CHANCE ENCOUNTER 
 

About two years ago Barbara Wilcox, a Stanford graduate student, stopped by the 

MPHA office to do some research on her thesis.  In talking with Barbara, she 

graciously agreed to write an article for The Gate Post with respect to her thesis, 

Camp Fremont.  Following is the article and most appropriate for this month, 

reminding us of Memorial Day, May 30th. 

Thank you, Barbara, for taking the time in submitting this most interesting article. 
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Camp Fremont: How Menlo Park Did Its Part in the Great War 

By Barbara Wilcox 

 

The United States’ entry into World War 

I in April 1917 changed the quiet, provincial 

way of life most Americans lived by creating 

large-scale initiatives needed to produce 

millions of soldiers and ship them to Europe in a 

fairly short time.  Menlo Park and a large area 

surrounding it became one of 32 military 

training camps that produced these soldiers.  

Camp Fremont, named after military hero John 

C. Fremont, brought changes still felt today.  

The camp came to the 

Peninsula at the 

instigation of Sen. 

James Phelan and San 

Francisco Mayor 

James Rolph, both of 

whom summered 

nearby and recognized 

the economic 

development the camp 

would bring.  The 

1906 S.F. earthquake 

and fire had wrought lingering economic 

damage. Stanford University trustee Timothy 

Hopkins, for example, had seen many 

investments, including his Menlo Park mansion, 

damaged beyond repair and was summering in 

his own gatehouse.  Camp Fremont augured 

many jobs and public improvements, such as 

paved roads, for local people.  The War 

Department would rent 25,000 acres of land and 

buildings at good 

rates.  It even offered 

to pay property taxes 

on land used for the 

camp. Across the 

country, camps were 

erected using no-bid 

contracts, to save time.  

Rolph drew Spring 

Valley Water Co., 

which provided San 

Francisco’s water, and PG&E, which provided 

its power, into the mix. 

However, localities wishing to host 

camps were expected to pledge a good deal of 

capital themselves.  For Camp Fremont, that 

proved a challenge.  Various Spring Valley, 

PG&E and San Francisco city executives, along 

with other business leaders, were tasked with 

raising $150,000 as well as creating a 

managerial infrastructure before construction 

could begin. Fundraisers geared to all levels of 

society were held all over the Peninsula, with 

some gifts as small as a single dollar.  Camp 

Fremont had to compete for donor cash with 

many other war-related initiatives, such as the 

Red Cross and government war bonds.  

Stanford, for example, had been promised 

$40,000 a year to rent acreage including today’s 

Dish Hill, Jasper Ridge and SLAC for artillery 

practice and a trench maneuver ground.  

However, it had to accept $25,000 in the end.  

Fundraising difficulties appear to have 

contributed to delays in opening the camp, 

though many property owners were willing to 

defer payment.  Most seem to have accepted 

with patriotic good grace whatever 

compensation they were dealt.  An exception 

was a Boston absentee landlady who felt $3,600 

a year was insufficient rent for a downtown 

Menlo home that had been earmarked as 

commandant’s quarters.  She received a stern 

letter pointing out that her $36,000 home was an 

investment earning 10 percent a year. 

 More decisively, the lack of a sewer 

system in Camp Fremont’s initial plans delayed 

its opening.  When Phelan learned that the War 

Department planned to route the camp’s animal 

and human waste into San Francisquito Creek, 

he leaned on state health officials to shut 

construction down.  Eventually, Stanford 

engineering professor Charles D. Marx and 

others were tapped to design a robust glazed-

James Phelan 

James Rolph 
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clay sewer system that the town of Menlo Park 

would inherit after war’s end.  This sewerage, 

which led to the Bay, was mirrored above 

ground by small-lot residential development 

east of Middlefield Road in the years 

immediately after the war.  Part of the system, 

later known as the “Army Line,” served the 

Menlo sanitary district until the 21
st
 century.  

However, a federal surgeon-general’s inquiry in 

1919 determined that the system had never been 

connected to the privies in the camp. 

 When more than 8,000 troops finally 

arrived at Camp Fremont by early 1918, they 

outnumbered Menlo Park’s population and 

added greatly to its excitement.  At least the 

initial contingent walked here, a three-day 

march from the Presidio in San Francisco. They 

came mostly from northern California and 

Oregon, though veterans later recalled the 

novelty of being in camp with real cowboys and 

Native Americans from Oklahoma. Nationally, 

one in four doughboys could not read or speak 

English.  Assigned to “developmental 

battalions,” these men attended basic literacy 

classes that at Camp Fremont were taught by 

staff on loan from Stanford, Mills College and 

Sequoia High School.  Camp Fremont’s enlisted 

men slept under canvas:  The War Department 

felt northern California was warm enough even 

in winter that barracks were an unneeded 

expense.  At first, there were no hot showers 

except those provided by community volunteers 

at the YMCA.  (One YMCA building still exists 

as the Oasis burger joint on El Camino Real.)  

Other civilian volunteers made the troops snacks 

and kept them entertained.  

Civic leaders worried about the 

consequences of bringing thousands of healthy 

young men next door to a coeducational 

university like Stanford.  A company of soldiers 

(about 150-250 men in those days) was 

deployed to patrol the borders of Stanford and 

the camp.  Stanford, Menlo Park and Palo Alto 

leaders joined “War Camp Community Service” 

panels that ordered well-chaperoned dances and 

other activities to keep young people 

wholesomely occupied.  Meanwhile, Stanford 

women were barred from riding or driving in 

motor vehicles after dark, apparently for fear 

they might rendezvous with the men. However, 

we know from letters and other documents that 

college and town women alike found many 

ways to meet soldiers, particularly officers, and 

that the line between Stanford and Camp 

Fremont was no less permeable than you might 

expect.  Less wholesome diversion was 

provided by prostitutes who drove up to the 

camp’s secluded borders to service the troops 

from buses and autos, the military cordon again 

offering little resistance.  When civic leaders 

complained in February 1918, they were told by 

an indignant major that prostitution ought to be 

condoned and medically regulated. Eventually, 

the troops received discount train fares to San 

Francisco and, presumably, the pleasures there. 

 It’s likely that Camp Fremont’s 

infantrymen dug the elaborate network of 

trenches, dugouts and tunnels in the Stanford 

hills in which some Menlo Park old-timers 

remember playing.  Back then, trench 

construction was a large part of infantry 

training.  (Some of the trench field’s more 

sophisticated features could have been designed 

by Camp 

Fremont’s 

319
th

 Army 

Corps of 

Engineers, 

which went 

on to build 

many of the 

docks and port structures used to demobilize 

U.S. troops from France after the Armistice.)  

Camp Fremont’s trench network, encompassing 

several hundred acres, was meant to simulate 

the trench fields of the Western Front.  It was 

planned with zig-zag “communication trenches” 

perpendicular to the front lines for moving 

troops; supply lines paralleling the front lines to 

the rear; “saps” or forward observation 

positions; and “dummy trenches” meant to fool 

the enemy into using up his ammunition. All 

these positions were defended by long-range 

field guns deployed roughly where the Stanford 

driving range is now.  Other field guns were 

319th Division Camp Site  
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fired into 

Portola 

Valley 

from the 

vicinity of 

today’s 

Dish Hill. 

Most of the 

shells from 

these bombardments were cleared from the hills 

by World War II, when the metal was picked up 

in scrap drives.  But as late as 2010, people in 

the Palo Alto hills were still finding unexploded 

World War I ordnance during earth-moving 

projects. The soldiers loved being depicted 

jumping out of their training trenches and 

shooting straw “Huns,” even as military 

doctrine in faraway Washington was 

transitioning from the waste and futility of such 

close-hand combat to the new possibilities 

offered by artillery in tandem with a new and 

exciting innovation, the tank. 

 It was the tank that made the reputation 

of Camp Fremont’s most noted soldier, Cpl. 

Harold W. Roberts, who was stationed here 

when he answered the Army’s call for Tank 

Corps volunteers in 1918.  A San Francisco 

native, he had been orphaned in the 1906 quake 

and fire and left UC Berkeley to enlist when 

America entered the war. Tiny and vulnerable 

by later standards, the tank he drove held two 

men, a driver and a navigator who essentially 

sat atop the driver’s shoulders.  Early in the 

Meuse-Argonne offensive, Roberts was driving 

when the Germans ambushed his vehicle.  

Reportedly, he told his comrade, “There’s only 

room for one of us to go – and out you go!” 

Roberts was posthumously awarded the Medal 

of Honor.  He is commemorated by Camp 

Roberts in central California, still the only U.S. 

Army installation named after an enlisted man. 

World War I tanks are very rare today.  A 

specimen similar to the one Roberts drove can 

be seen in the late Jacques Littlefield’s 

collection in Portola Valley. 

 

Roberts was among very few Camp 

Fremont men to actually see combat, though the 

319
th

 Engineers arrived in France just as the war 

ended. Delays in Camp Fremont’s financing and 

construction meant that many troops ended up 

being sent elsewhere.  The global influenza 

epidemic reached California in autumn 1918 

and forced a quarantine that further delayed 

deployments.  Weeks later, the Armistice was 

signed before many troops on the West Coast 

could be mobilized.  Several thousand Camp 

Fremont men, however, volunteered for a covert 

mission that continues to intrigue military 

historians.  They were sent to Siberia to guard 

rail lines and rolling stock that the U.S. had sent 

to Russia’s prerevolutionary leadership from 

Bolshevik attack.  They also were tasked with 

safeguarding Czech troops who opposed the 

“separate peace” Russia had made with 

Germany – and who might be expected to fight 

not only the Central Powers but also the 

communists in their quest for Czech 

independence.  For whatever reason, these U.S. 

troops were stranded in Siberia after the war 

ended.  Not until April 1920 was the “lost” 

Siberian Expedition repatriated to the United 

States.  

Many Menlo Park residents hoped the 

government would buy their property after the 

war.  This happened in the case of the Camp 

Fremont infirmary, which became today’s 

Veterans Administration facility on Willow 

Road. Most of Camp Fremont’s physical effects 

were sold at auction.  Santa Clara University, 

for example, bought the camp’s athletic 

bleachers.  Only the sewers, the paved roads, 

and a few buildings remained.  Stanford’s trench 

maneuver field, with its fabled tunnels not 

sealed until the 1940s, became an attractive 

nuisance to children and other trespassers.  In 

1920, a group of Palo Alto residents were 

accused in federal court of stealing canned 

goods and other surplus from the camp and 

hiding them in the trenches. The ringleader was 

a former jitney driver who had learned about the 

trenches from the officers he ferried from their 

quarters in town to the camp. 

Gun on Hill, Portola Valley Historical  
Association 
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Despite such occasional miscues, Camp 

Fremont and the World War I home front it 

exemplified played important roles in making 

America more like the country we know today.  

People on the sleepy, still-rural Peninsula 

learned they were part of a larger, even global, 

society.  Many offered their time and property 

for a faraway war effort in which the United 

States, much less themselves individually, 

seemed to have little at stake.  The knowledge 

that Americans were prepared to commit similar 

manpower and resources from coast to coast 

undoubtedly pressured the Central Powers to 

accept a humiliating defeat.  While many 

Americans undeniably profited from the war, 

many others made considerable sacrifice – even, 

like Roberts, sacrificing their lives.  Some 

stories from Camp Fremont are noble; some are 

funny; some are a little of both, and it’s hard to 

tell one kind of story without telling the others.  

All of them, together, help to explain how 

today’s society came to be. 

 

Further reading: Two short books on Camp Fremont are out of print, but available in the Menlo 

Park and nearby libraries. They are Camp Fremont by Paul Gullixson, published by the University 

National Bank and Trust Co., and Golden Gate to Golden Horn: Camp Fremont, Calif., and the 

American Experience in Siberia of 1918, by William S. Strobridge, published by the San Mateo County 

Historical Association in 1973.  

Barbara Wilcox is a journalist and Stanford graduate student whose ongoing thesis research 

centers on Camp Fremont and the World War I home front. She is very interested in hearing from 

anyone who has information on the camp, and can be reached at bwilcox@stanford.edu. 

 

 

                   COMMENTS 

Well, your editor was asleep when typing the 

last Gate Post.  Please note the following errors 

on the first page:  Patty Hjelm, not Paddy; 

Eveleen Johnson Lopez, not Lopez Johnson  

(which made for some interesting comments). 

Regarding the article on H. B. Morey:   Rose 

McGovern emigrated from County Caven, 

Ireland, not Coven, Ireland.    

Indeed, not all angels are perfect. 

 

DID YOU KNOW 

In 1863, the San Francisco and San Jose 

Railroad was the first commuter railroad west of 

the Mississippi. 

 

ODDS AND ENDS 

 In the mood for looking through old books?  

Visit Encore Books on the Square located at 

the San Mateo County History Museum, 

lower level.  Open Tues - Sat. 11:00 - 3:00.  

You might be surprised at what you find. 

 Have a question on local history?  The 

archives at the County History Museum is 

your first stop for research, books, 

photographs, newspapers, letters, etc. 

 And finally, while there, wander up to the 

Upper Rotunda and Hallways where you 

will find plaques with pictures and 

information of world-class athletes who 

trained and competed in San Mateo County.  

 

          San Mateo County Sports Hall of Fame. 



 

 

P.O. Box 1002 

Menlo Park, CA  94026-1002 

Phone:  (650) 330-2522 

MPHistorical@yahoo.com 

https://sites.google.com/site/mphistorical 
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        Individual Memberships (per 

         person) 

         Student ................ $   3.00 

         Senior ..................... 10.00 
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ICE CREAM SOCIAL, JUNE 30, 2013 

 

Under the beautiful oak trees near the Library 

JUNE BLOCK PARTY 

 

4
th

 OF JULY CELEBRATION, BURGESS PARK 

 

TO CONTACT THE MPHA 

 

PHONE NUMBER: (650) 330-2522 

E-MAIL ADDRESS:  mphistorical@yahoo.com 
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