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President’s Message

Hello PHA Members — Welcome new Members!

We are now about halfway through our 250th Anniversary year
of commemorations of the long history of the Presidio, and
what a great half year it has been: on the weekend of March
28th, Luis Valle arrived in the Presidio to finish his epic bicy-
cle retracing of the Anza Trail and to present, as a teaser, the
first segment of his Anza 250: A Documentary Film, showing
the Mexico portion of his journey. On April 11th, at our An-
nual Membership Meeting and Luncheon, Dr. John Langellier
talked about his recently published book, Bastion by the Bay:
The Presidio of San Francisco from Outpost of Empire to Mag-
nificent Park, a work all about the 250th anniversary of this
much-storied place.

Both events were well-attended, very inspiring, informative,
and most importantly, fun. (More about those two events in
this Communiqué.) For the rest of this very special year, we
have even more history and fun to come:

On June 27th, the Los Californianos organization will present
their commemoration of the 250th anniversary of the arrival of
the Anza families in what now is the Presidio. Representatives
of the PHA will attend the 10am-12pm event, held outdoors un-
der the flagpole in Pershing Square. The public and PHA mem-
bers are encouraged to join. From 1:30 to 3:30, the PHA, in
collaboration with San Francisco City Guides and the National
Park Service, will offer a family-friendly activity at the Presi-
dio Visitors Center. Luis Valle will be back in the Bay Area, as
a special guest with his young son to engage with participants
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and talk about how he interpreted historical landmarks and their
environments as he encountered them during his adventure. A
250th Anniversary “Wish Wall” will prompt visitors to express
their wishes for the park now and in the future.

On September 17, 2026, the exact 250th Anniversary of the of-
ficial founding of the Presidio, Luis Valle will once again be
here to present the premiere of the completed film Document-
ing Anza by Bike, his bicycle journey from Sonora, Mexico, to
the Presidio. Chris Carlsson, well-known local historian, will
lead a Q&A with Luis, along with the film’s producer and its
director following the screening. A champagne-and-treat re-
ception for the Presidio’s birthday will wrap up this big night
of commemoration and celebration. This event will take place
in the beautifully restored, historic 600-seat Presidio Theatre.
Tickets for general seating and more details will be available
next month.

PHA’s Stories of the Presidio docent training program is also
focusing on the 250th Anniversary, spotlighting significant peo-
ple and groups who have had major impacts on the evolution of
the Presidio from a Post to an acclaimed National Park for all.
(See the page 2 interview with Marjory Kaplan of City Guides.)

Please join us for all and any of the upcoming events.

Peg

Happy Summer to all,
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Sharing the Stories of the Presidio:
San Francisco City Guides

Marjory Kaplan

For many visitors to the Presidio, one of the best
ways to experience the park’s rich history is by joining
a walking tour led by the dedicated volunteers of the
San Francisco City Guides.

Here, SF City Guide Marjory Kaplan tells about
the popularity of Presidio tours, memorable encoun-
ters with visitors, and the collaboration between City
Guides and the Presidio Historical Association.

Q: Many people see tour groups in the Presidio, but
may not realize how extensive the program is. Can
you tell us about it?

MK: Absolutely. San Francisco City Guides current-
ly has a team of fifteen Presidio-based guides includ-
ing our outstanding volunteer Tour Coordinator Tim
Scheele. We lead multiple tours every week in the Pre-
sidio, rain or shine. Visitors can recognize us by our
signature red City Guides jackets. Over the past three
years, our team has shared the Presidio with more than
3,000 walkers — local residents as well as visitors from
across the United States and around the world. We also
have led private tours for corporations, conferences
and community organizations. The Presidio is just one
of more than 70 tours offered by San Francisco City
Guides throughout San Francisco.

Q: How does someone become a San Francisco City
Guide?

MK: It’s actually quite competitive to get into the
program. Last year we had over 100 applications for
only 40 openings citywide. After being accepted, new
guides complete an intensive training class over eight
Saturdays that covers San Francisco history, architec-
ture, and the practical skills needed to lead tours suc-
cessfully — such as managing groups on busy streets,
connecting with walkers, and learning how to tell en-
gaging stories. After graduation, guides are assigned a
tour. This is when the real work begins. New guides

typically spend three to four months learning about
the Presidio by taking tours from different guides and
working with a mentor to research our group's shared
archive of photos and articles to create their own per-
sonalized tour. And of course, they practice giving
tours, often with family and friends, before they are
ready to lead public tours.

Photo: Luis Valle, cyclist retracing the Anza Trail,
joins Marjory Kaplan after a Presidio Historical
Association program at the Presidio Chapel on

March 28th. Samantha Davis, PHA Board Mem-
ber, is in the background.

Q: What makes the Presidio such a special place to
guide?

MK: For those of us fortunate enough to be a guide

in the Presidio, the stories are endless. The park re-

flects so many layers of history from the native peo-

ples through the Spanish and Mexican periods, the long
Continued on Page 3.
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Sharing the Stories of the Presidio
Continued from Page 2.

U.S. Army era, and now the people and organizations
that that have turned the Presidio into the treasure for
everyone to enjoy. It’s a place where military history,
architecture, nature, and personal memory all intersect.
Every tour offers an opportunity to help people connect
emotionally with the site.

Q: Have visitors ever shared stories with you that
stayed with you?

MK: Many times. One of the joys of guiding is that
visitors often contribute their own memories and fami-
ly histories. I remember one couple who returned to the
Presidio for the first time in forty years. They told me
they met at a dance at the Presidio Officers Club! An-
other unforgettable moment came during a discussion
about the Presidio’s role during wartime. A pharmacist
who had served during the Vietnam War quietly shared
his experiences caring for gravely wounded soldiers re-
turning from Vietnam. [ will never forget the sadness in
his eyes. And one walker told me that her ancestor had
been a nurse attending General John Pershing during
the final days of his life. Stories like these remind us

that history is deeply personal.

Q: San Francisco City Guides has recently collabo-
rated with the Presidio Historical Association. How
has that partnership developed?

MK: Over the past eighteen months, we’ve created a
wonderful and growing relationship with the Presidio
Historical Association under the excellent leadership
of PHA Board President Peg DiGiammarino. Work-
ing together with the National Park Service and Ranger
James Osborne, we’ve hosted two “Stories of the Presi-
dio” workshops. The first session focused on the Civil
War era with historian John Martini. The second fea-
tured Presidio Trust archaeologist Kari Jones. We’re
planning future workshops including Ranger James
Osborne enlightening us with the stories of the Officers
Club Heritage Gallery and another will be about the
Buffalo Soldiers in the Presidio. These collaborations
are incredibly enriching. There are always more sto-
ries to discover, and it’s a privilege to continue learning
alongside colleagues from the PHA and the National
Park Service. All of us at SF City Guides are grate-
ful for the PHA bringing Luis Valle to the Presidio to
commemorate the Anza party expedition and the 250th
anniversary of the Spanish arrival.

-

~N
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65 Years Ago:
A Presidio Ride
to Remember

David Natcher

PHA member David Natcher shares this story of an un-
forgettable ride in the Presidio many years ago:

In the early 1960s when I was in high school, I some-
times drove through the Presidio from the Marina to
Jackson Street. It was a Sunday as I piloted my grand-
mother’s 1941 Packard, a car she gifted me, as she
no longer drove. I proceeded up Presidio Boulevard
from Lombard, but immediately the motor sputtered
and quit. I soon determined the fuel pump had stopped
working when climbing a grade. There were no auto
parts stores open and no cell phones to call for help.
Fortunately, gravity was still in force and traffic was
very light. I turned the car around and backed up the
length of Presidio Boulevard to arrive at Pacific, where
the flatter terrain allowed more normal driving. I don’t
think I could do this today!

David still owns that beautiful car.

From Post to Park

The Presidio Historical Association’s Annual Meeting
and Luncheon on April 11, 2026, was a great success.
It featured a discussion between author John Langellier
(above right) and Rob Thomson, Federal Preservation
Officer (above left), about the Presidio’s transformation
from military post to national park.
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Accessing History

Amanda Williford
Supervisory Curator, GGNRA

The Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GG-
NRA) holds one of the largest museum and archival
collections in the National Park Service (NPS). With
over 6.2 million items, the number of stories and con-
nections researchers have made are many, but there are
always more to be discovered, more to be explored,
and more to share. One of the fascinating and beautiful
things about collections are the individual ways people
can interpret the same item or box of materials. And
as champions of “following the footnotes” we readily
encourage folks to come in, review the original sources,
and develop their own stance or view about a piece of
history.

While the collection holds millions of items and
continues to grow, we will never profess to have every-
thing. The GGNRA is a relatively young park and there
were plenty of opportunities to send materials to other
repositories and organizations — especially those from
earlier times. To ensure we have something you are
looking for we highly recommend a bit of “armchair
sleuthing” through our website: go.nps.gov/gogacol-
lections. These pages include more information about
the types of collections we have and contain tools to
help find materials related to your interest. The Special

Collections Guide, available through our Archives and
Records page, organizes the GGNRA'’s collection by
topic, making it easier to know what archives to ask for.
We have detailed finding aids that can narrow down
your request and pinpoint specific boxes or folders that
have relevant documents. Additional webpages share
some of the park’s historic photographs, oral histories,
digitized films, and NPS resource document. Howev-
er, remember, there are always more things to see for
yourself by coming in — less than 1% of the collection
is available online!

The GGNRA'’s collection is open for research to
anyone who has any interest in any area of the park
— all it takes is an appointment. Email GOGA Ar-
chives@nps.gov and we will make our best effort to
provide access. We hope to share more of your park’s
history with you.

Explore the park: www.nps.gov/goga

Discover Collections: go.nps.gov/gogacollections
Search Archives: go.nps.gov/gogaarchives
Browse Photos: go.nps.gov/gogaphotos

View Exhibits: go.nps.gov/gogaexhibits

Medical Corps soldiers on
the troop barracks steps,
c. 1900.

Courtesy National Park
Service.


https://www.nps.gov/goga/learn/historyculture/collections.htm
https://www.nps.gov/goga/learn/historyculture/collections.htm
https://go.nps.gov/gogacollections
https://www.nps.gov/goga/learn/historyculture/archives-records.htm
https://www.nps.gov/goga/learn/photosmultimedia/photogallery.htm
https://www.nps.gov/goga/learn/historyculture/exhibits.htm
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Skipping Stones of War:
From the Presidio to the Dambusters

Philip Smith

Stand at Fort Point National Historic Site beneath
the Golden Gate Bridge and you may notice something
curious. The massive brick fort sits almost at water
level, so low that waves sometimes splash against its
seawall. At first glance, it seems like a strange place for
a fortress. Wouldn’t cannons be more effective from
high above?

Earlier Spanish military planners thought so.

In the late 1700s, Spain established Castillo de
San Joaquin on a bluff overlooking the Golden Gate.
Perched high on the cliffs above the entrance to San
Francisco Bay, its guns had commanding views and im-
pressive range. But there was a problem: hitting ships
at sea or entering the Golden Gate, and doing so reli-
ably, was surprisingly difficult.

Smoothbore cannons firing solid iron balls were
notoriously inaccurate and inconsistent. A shot fired
from high above could easily overshoot a moving ship
or plunge uselessly into the sea. You were essentially
lobbing a cannonball on an arc trying to hit a small,
moving target at distance. And by the time you reload-
ed, the target had moved again.

CASTILLG DE SAN POAGLITN lain (oo

By the mid-1800s, American military engineers
embraced a different strategy at Fort Point. Instead of
placing heavy guns high on the cliffs, they built the fort
directly at sea level. From there, cannon crews would
be able to fire at a shallow angle so the iron cannonballs
would bounce across the water’s surface before smash-
ing into the hulls of enemy ships. The NPS website
specifically mentions this approach as part of the Fort
Point design.

The effect was exactly like skipping a stone across
a pond, except the “stone” weighed substantially more
and could punch through thick wooden hulls near the
waterline, where ships were most vulnerable.

This technique, known as ricochet fire, was widely
used in coastal fortifications during the age of sail. At
Fort Point, the geography of the narrow Golden Gate
made it particularly effective. Enemy ships approach-
ing the harbor entrance would have faced a storm of
low, fast-moving cannon fire skimming across the bay.

I had ChatGPT create this illustration to show the
two approaches:
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Continued on
Page 7.
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Skipping Stones of War
Continued from Page 6.

Remarkably, the same basic principle would reap-
pear nearly a century later in one of World War II’s most
daring operations, one that captured my imagination as
a kid growing up in England and hearing the story.

In 1943, the Royal Air Force launched Operation
Chastise, better known as the Dambusters raid. Engi-
neer Barnes Wallis designed a revolutionary “bouncing
bomb” that skipped across reservoirs in Nazi Germany
before detonating against the great Ruhr hydroelectric
dams. Initially Wallis experimented by using a hand-
held slingshot to skip his daughter’s marbles across a
tin bathtub filled with water and evolved the idea from
there. It’s not clear if he knew of the earlier application
to cannons but it is the exact same principle. As an
aside, I was privileged to hear Wallis deliver a lecture
about his creation when I was studying at Imperial Col-
lege in London.

The problem the RAF was trying to solve was com-
plex. Dams were typically in narrow valleys where
traditional bombing was virtually impossible with any
accuracy. Torpedo nets strung across the reservoir pre-
vented low-flying planes from using that tactic.

The RAF weapon was vastly more sophisticated
than a cannonball. The bomb, cylindrical rather than

spherical for better control, was spun backward before
release, allowing it to bounce predictably across the
water, avoid torpedo nets, and then sink beside the dam
wall before exploding underwater near the dam’s base.
In fact, any remaining reverse spin meant the bomb
traveled down the inside face of the dam to the base
rather than bouncing back off it, maximizing the impact
of the explosion. Here’s what that bomb looked like:

The underlying physics were strikingly familiar: a
carefully controlled projectile skipping across the sur-
face of the water toward its target. This image from
the Barnes Wallis Foundation illustrates the RAF’s plan
(and the link will give you more details):

The Dambusters crews flew their Avro Lancaster
bombers at night, under enemy fire, relying on preci-
sion and nerve. To get the skipping or ricochet effect
right they had to fly precisely 60 feet above the res-
ervoir water level, flying at exactly 232 mph, directly
towards the dam. Typical navigation aids didn’t help,
so they mounted two searchlights longitudinally along
the plane’s belly, angled towards each other such that
the beams intersected at exactly 60 feet below the bomb

doors. Then they knew when to release the device.
Fort Point’s artillerymen, generations earlier, de-
pended on much the same understanding of water, mo-
mentum, and shallow angles and essentially both they,
and the much-later RAF, co-opted what was an obstacle
into the weapon system itself.
To me it is one of those wonderful threads of history

Continued on Page 8.
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Skipping Stones of War
Continued from Page 7.

that connects places and eras that seem entirely unre-
lated: Spanish colonial batteries on the cliffs above the
Golden Gate, Civil War-era cannon emplacements at
Fort Point, and RAF bombers roaring low over German
dams in the darkness of World War II.

I sometimes tell an abbreviated version of this story
to my San Francisco City Guides walkers on my Presi-
dio tour when we pass the cannons and cannon balls at
Pershing Square and it always goes down well! Differ-
ent centuries. Different wars. But the same skipping
stone.

- . L gh

November 27, 1946. Courtesy Open SF History.

Marshall’s Beach

Jeffrey Morris

PHA member Jeffrey Morris writes in to say that
one of his favorite locations in the Presidio is Mar-
shall’s Beach. Jeffrey is a member of the Presidio
YMCA, which sponsors hikes in the Presidio on Mon-
days, Wednesdays, and Fridays. One hike leads to the
bluff overlooking the beautiful Marshall’s Beach.

Who was Marshall? Frederick Marshall, described
by the San Francisco Chronicle on his death in 1931
as a “picturesque waterfront character,” was a night
watchman who spent much of his free time at the beach
bearing his name. When he died, his ashes were scat-
tered into the waters off the beach.

Courtesy
National
Park
Service.
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Presidio Chapel Story:
Brigadier General Edmund L. Butts

Mary Zamboukos

On the historic Main Post Chapel’s walls are
plaques honoring those who served in the United States
Army. These memorial plaques were placed by fami-
lies and comrades. One of the memorial plaques hon-
ors the service of Brigadier General Edmund L. Butts
(1868 — 1950). Above this memorial plaque is a stained
glass window by Willemina Ogterop honoring the 30th
U.S. Infantry. Both are pictured below.

The Presidio of San Francisco was the home of the
30th U.S. Infantry regiment, known as “San Francisco’s
Own,” from 1901 to 1941. They were involved in six
campaigns in France during World War I and ten cam-
paigns and four invasions during World War II. They
earned the nickname “Rock of the Marne” for their dis-
tinguished action on the River Marne in France in July
1918.

Their commanding officer during this campaign,
known as “The Rock of the Marne,” was then-Colonel
Edmund L. Butts. Butts was born in Stillwater, Min-
nesota in 1868. He was admitted to the U.S. Military
Academy at West Point, a member of the class of 1890.
He served in the U.S. Army for 42 years, retiring in
1932.

General Butts, during his long and distinguished
career, devised and established the Butts system of
physical training. He was Professor of Military Sci-
ence and Tactics at the University of Minnesota. He
was a veteran of the Sioux Indian War Rosebud expedi-
tion, the Spanish American War in Cuba, the Philippine
Insurrection, and World War I, where he participated
in six major operations, including the Second Battle of

the Marne, the Battle of St. Mihiel, and the Meuse-Ar-
gonne.

On July 16, 1918, the German high command be-
gan their last great drive to capture Paris and end the
War, known as the Second Battle of the Marne. The
Germans started the battle at midnight. Under the able
leadership of Colonel Butts, his men repelled the Ger-
man attack. In less than four months the armistice was
signed on November 11, 1918, and the Great War was
over. Colonel Butts was awarded the Croix de Guerre
by France and received the Distinguished Service Cross
from General Pershing.

Following his retirement from the Army, Brigadier
General Butts lived in San Francisco until his death at
Letterman Hospital on June 6, 1950. His funeral took
place in the Main Post Chapel, and he is interred in the
San Francisco National Cemetery.
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Buildings 661-663, 667, 668: Stables

Robert W. Cherny

A dozen or more PHA members visited the Presidio
Park Archives and Records Center, in Building 667, on
February 21. If you were like me, you were impressed
both by the rich collection of archival material and also
by the building itself, which had been constructed orig-
inally as a stable.

There were always horses, and therefore also sta-
bles, at the Presidio, from its origin as a remote Span-
ish outpost in 1776 through World War I, a time when
most of the world literally ran on horse (and mule)
power.

The Presidio was significantly expanded in the
years following the Civil War. Most of the buildings
now along Funston Avenue date to that time, including
the row of houses that make up Officers’ Row. A map
of the Presidio from 1875 locates stables at the south
of end of Officers” Row. Stables have their own dis-
tinctive odors, and a southern wind would have carried
that aroma to all the officers’ houses. The stables were
soon moved and that site first then became a wood-
en barracks for unmarried officers; when that building

PRESIDIO,
SAN FRANCISCO,
CALIFORNIA

LAY KR
Source: Circular Number 8, War Depart-
ment, Surgeon General’s Office, 1875.

burned, it was replaced in 1903 by Building 42, the
unmarried officers’ quarters, later known as Pershing
Hall, now the Inn at the Presidio.

Stables remained a necessity, especially when sev-
eral cavalry and mounted infantry units began to rotate
through the Presidio during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. Throughout those years, the Presidio’s sta-
bles were typically constructed of wood and were scat-
tered throughout the built-up areas of the Presidio.

This clip from Google Maps locates the stables,
between the National Cemetery (lower right)
and Fort Scott (left).

The brick stables (Buildings 661-663, 667, 668)
were constructed in 1913-1914. They are located be-
tween the National Cemetery and Fort Scott (see the
Google map). Building 661, the first to be constructed,
was put up in 1913 at a cost of $35,200 (equivalent to
nearly $1.2 million today). The other four were com-
pleted the following year, at a cost of about $20,000
each (equivalent to about $660,000 today).

The five are very similar. They are a story and a
half, with red-brick walls, concrete floors, and pitched
roofs, each measuring roughly 67° x 185°. Each was

Continued on Page 11.
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Buildings 661-663, 667, 668: Stables
Continued from Page 10.

designed to house 102 horses or mules. The design
came from the Office of the Quartermaster General in
Washington, D.C., and stables in that design were also
constructed at other Army posts.

At last, in 1914, the Presidio had permanent, solid,
well-constructed housing for its horses and mules.

1914 was also the first year of World War I, when
all of Europe went to war. The U.S. became a bellig-
erent in 1917. The war lasted until 1918 and brought
with it major innovations in warfare including the use
of aircraft and the first tanks. Henceforth, most cavalry
units would not ride horses but instead drive tanks or
other armored vehicles. If there is one constant in the
history of the Presidio’s structures and armament, it is

that each major, cutting-edge advance quickly became
obsolete—the cannon at Fort Point gave way to the
huge cannon on Alcatraz, which gave way to artillery
placed all around the Golden Gate, which were in turn
replaced by Nike missiles.

By the 1930s, Building 668 had become the post’s
veterinary hospital, with a row of kennels on its south
side. Building 662 became an automobile shop. The
other stables were also adapted to other uses. Today,
one building still houses horses, those for the Park Po-
lice.

For information on Buildings 661-663, 667, 668,
see the National Register of Historic Places, nomina-
tion of the Presidio of San Francisco, approved October
28, 1992, and https:// www.nps.gov/prsf/planyourvisit/
cavalry-stables-and-pet-cemetery.htm.

but it seems to be an older photo of Building 667, the Park Archives building.

Look for a special issue of the Communiqué this fall, when PHA’s
Stories of the Presidio will focus on the Buffalo Soldiers. The special
issue will include “Sky Pilots: African American Chaplains with the
Buffalo Soldiers” by John Langellier.
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Communiqué is the newsletter of the
Presidio Historical Association

Mailing address:
P.O. Box 29163
San Francisco, California 94129
Phone and Fax: (415) 359-9910
Email: admin@pha-sf.org

Please visit our website at pha-sf.org
and our upcoming events calendar at
http://presidioassociation.org/pha-calendar-events

The Presidio Historical Association is a non-profit
501(c)(3) organization chartered in the State of
California. Donations to the Presidio Historical

Association are tax deductible.

Members: We want to hear from you!

Please email the PHA office (admin@pha-sf.org)
as soon as possible so we may confirm or update
our email list and weed out errors. We have heard
from some members who get only USPO mailed
items, even though they do have email.

We also invite members to submit articles
that might be of interest.

Please contact:

Peg DiGiammarino, President
Presidio Historical Association
P.O. Box 29163
San Francisco, California 94129
Email: admin@pha-sf.org
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