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Interview #1: January 30, 2009 
Begin Audio File 1 mcdonald_janice_1_01-30-09.wav 

01-00:00:10 
Li: This is Robin Li on January 30, 2009. I’m speaking with Janice McDonald at 

her home in Oakland, California, for the Oakland Army Base oral history 
project. Could you please state your name and when and where you were 
born? 

01-00:00:23 
McDonald: Hi. My name is Janice McDonald, and I was born in Oakland, California, so 

I’m native from here. 

01-00:00:33 
Li: And so did you go to public schools in Oakland when you were growing up? 

01-00:00:36 
McDonald: Yes. I graduated from Oakland Technical High School in Oakland, and I 

attended Merritt College in Oakland, Junior College. 

01-00:00:48 
Li: And what was your major there? 

01-00:00:50 
McDonald: Business. 

01-00:00:50 
Li: Okay. And can you tell me a little bit about your family background? 

01-00:00:55 
McDonald: My family background, my mom was born here in Oakland, as well. My mom 

just turned 90 years old, like the picture on the wall. And my grandma went 
through the 1906 earthquake, so she saw the fire, the big fire and so forth, 
so— 

01-00:01:19 
Li: So you guys are old time Oakland family!  

01-00:01:20 
McDonald: Yeah! And my dad was born in Isle, California, which is on the Delta, near 

Rio Vista. 

01-00:01:27 
Li: Okay. Were they in agriculture? 

01-00:01:30 
McDonald: No, actually they had a business in grocery, so yeah, and they did a lot of 

fishing! 

01-00:01:41 
Li: And so how was it growing up in Oakland? 
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01-00:01:44 
McDonald: Well, let’s see. We lived on Thirtieth Street in Oakland, and that was when the 

BART came through and they bought my dad’s property, my mom’s property, 
so we ended up moving here where we’re located now. But yeah, at Oakland 
Tech we were always very active in school activities and being very energetic 
in a lot of school functions and dances and different clubs that they had. 

01-00:02:22 
Li: And what did your parents do for a living? 

01-00:02:25 
McDonald: My dad was into real estate. Well, prior to the real estate they owned a 

restaurant in Berkeley. It was called Ming’s Kitchen; it was on Alcatraz and 
Adeline. So they enjoyed that business, and pretty soon—I guess working 
seven days was too tiresome, so my dad went into real estate. Then he was 
also a longshoreman part-time. 

01-00:02:53 
Li: Oh, really? So he worked down at the port? 

01-00:02:55 
McDonald: The docks, the Port of Oakland. 

01-00:02:56 
Li: Oh, okay. So did you ever go down there as a kid? 

01-00:03:00 
McDonald: No, not really, but I got involved with working at the Oakland Army Base at 

Pier 7, so the stevedores were there, the longshoremen were there, so it was 
the same kind of work that he was doing. 

01-00:03:14 
Li: Oh, okay. And so was that in high school that you started doing that? 

01-00:03:17 
McDonald: When I was going to Pier 7? When I was working? 

01-00:03:20 
Li: Yeah. 

01-00:03:21 
McDonald: Actually, it was in—let’s see—when I was going to Junior College at Merritt. 

Yeah, what had happened was there was a lot of my friends that went to 
Merritt College as well as I did, and so one day they went to the placement 
office there for jobs and they were starting to hire a lot of people at Oakland 
Army Base, so that’s how I heard about the job. I said, “Hey, I want one, too!” 
[laughter] So I headed down to the personnel office there, the placement 
office, and then they directed me to Oakland Army Base, and that’s how I 
started my life there. 
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01-00:03:58 
Li: Oh, okay. And was the pay pretty good? 

01-00:04:02 
McDonald: No! [laughter] I started as a GS1 and I was temporary, so my pay was $1.69 

an hour, but I thought that was a lot of money because when I was working at 
an insurance company I was only getting $1 an hour, so it was a big jump for 
me! 

01-00:04:21 
Li: And what year was that? 19— 

01-00:04:22 
McDonald: 1969. Or I mean—sorry—1965. 

01-00:04:27 
Li: 1965. And how old were you at the time? 

01-00:04:30 
McDonald: Eighteen. 

01-00:04:31 
Li: Eighteen. So what was it like working on a base, to be eighteen years old 

and—? 

01-00:04:36 
McDonald: When I first got my job there all my friends worked in another building, 

Building 1, and I was kind of disappointed because I thought, well, I don’t 
want to work alone by myself in a different section! It was like a mile down 
the road. So everyone worked at Building 1, and when I went to the personnel 
office at the base, the personnel officer said, well, he would place me and this 
other girl at the Oakland Army Base down by Building 640, and I said, 
“Where’s that?” It’s a real remote location. But I ended up there; he drove 
us—this other girl named Gail, the two of us started together. So we went to 
Building 640 and we met our supervisor, and her name was Dorothy Gardner 
at the time, but then she got married a couple years later and her name was 
Dorothy Stabler. She married Bill. So anyway, when we first started there it 
was a whole new concept for me, because I had never really worked in a big 
office, and there were a lot of military, and I’m not used to people because—
other than the schools and stuff—but in a different office environment it was 
completely different. But what I did was I was a clerk typist, and had I not 
known how to type in college I probably would have been really slow at it, 
because all I did was type military’s names, social security numbers, and their 
addresses, city and state where they lived, because these were the guys that 
were going overseas to Vietnam. And so I had to track the emergency data 
information, and so I did that for four hours, because I was working from 
5:00-9:00 p.m. and I was going to school— 

01-00:06:38 
Li: Okay, on weekdays? 
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01-00:06:38 
McDonald: Yeah—school during the weekday. 

01-00:06:43 
Li: What was it like working on a base during the Vietnam War? 

01-00:06:47 
McDonald: Oh, yeah, it was kind of sad for me, because during the Vietnam War as I 

progressed—because my supervisor Dorothy had told me she really liked the 
quality of my work, and would I stay on, because this was supposed to be a 
temporary job not to exceed 90 days. So I said, “Really?” I said, “Well, I 
would like to work some more.” I don’t know, what I did was I took the test, 
the test at the Post Office, and then I got a pretty high, decent score in the 
nineties, and she says she was going to grab me right away! 

01-00:07:29 
Li: What was the test at the Post Office? Was it a government service test?  

01-00:07:31 
McDonald: Yeah, civil service government test. It was just a simple test, arithmetic, math 

type questions, and just English questions, vocabulary type, but it was real 
simple. Yeah, so she wanted me to work full-time, and I did. I converted to 
full-time, so I got a GS2!  

01-00:07:53 
Li: So then did you finish school or did you just—? 

01-00:07:54 
McDonald: No, I didn’t. 

01-00:07:56 
Li: Because you had a job already. 

01-00:07:56 
McDonald: Yeah, I have a job, and I guess the money was getting better, and at the time 

too I guess—when I was talking about being sad during the Vietnam War was 
because when they gave me more responsibilities, I ended up learning to do 
travel, government travel requests, so what I had to do was their itineraries, 
but these were for the deceased bodies that came back from Vietnam. These 
were young kids, and every morning we would have to make the reservations 
for these bodies, and it was just so sad. It was like every time I saw an 
escort—there were about fifty of them at the counter, so that meant a body for 
each escort—so it was like oh my God. It was really depressing. But this was 
a job, so I did the job to the best of my ability. 

01-00:08:58 
Li: Right, kind of a somber interaction with the War, to actually see people—  

01-00:09:00 
McDonald: Yeah. And so I did that, and yeah, and then I had to arrange for the travel and 

brief the escorts. 
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01-00:09:12 
Li: So you do travel itineraries for the escorts and for the deceased soldier. 

01-00:09:14 
McDonald: The body. And then some of them were in complicated places, I mean for the 

Cessna, so you had to know the dimensions of the box and the aircraft itself, 
so it wasn’t just an easy thing to do. You had to really do the research at the 
time. 

01-00:09:33 
Li: So the deceased soldiers would come to Oakland Army Base and then from 

there would travel to anywhere in the US, to their family? 

01-00:09:40 
McDonald: Yeah. And then sometimes there were babies that were involved, because I 

guess some of them were Vietnam— 

01-00:09:51 
Li: Oh, if they had married a Vietnamese woman and their children—oh! 

01-00:09:54 
McDonald: So yeah, we did infants, and if they were stillborn we did those, too. And then 

yeah, it was surprising because Oakland Army Base and the warehouses had 
their own embalming and so forth, and yeah, they were all set up as a 
mortuary. So yeah, there was a lot of liaison; there was a mortuary division 
that we dealt with, and we had get the cost factors of everything and do what 
they called the bills of lading so that people would get paid properly. 

01-00:10:27 
Li: Was that a large portion of the base’s responsibility during the Vietnam War? 

01-00:10:33 
McDonald: In travel it was, in passenger. Not only did we do that, but we did the soldiers’ 

R&R leave, rest and recuperation, people coming back from the war—it was 
kind of surprising because they would get a thirty day leave, special leave and 
go back to their homes to visit their families, but there were times when we 
had to charge people to go back to Vietnam, and I said, “This is appalling!” 
[laughter] 

01-00:11:09 
Li: Are you serious? They had to pay for their own travel back to Vietnam? 

01-00:11:12 
McDonald: Some of it! Well, most of them that took leave, but some of them came back 

on their own and so forth, and they had to be charged, ‘cause it was called a 
cost charge, and I said, “What is this?” I can’t imagine anybody who paid a 
price to go back to Vietnam, but there were some of those that had to pay. 

01-00:11:33 
Li: Wow. That must have been—because you were the same age as probably a lot 

of the soldiers that you were dealing with. 
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01-00:11:37 
McDonald: Yeah, and it was kind of like when we’d go into the cafeteria it was jam-

packed. There were thousands of people, and they were ready to go on flights 
out of Travis Air Force Base. In fact, too, I was a contracting officer’s 
representative, and at that time I guess we had Guiton Bus Company and also 
California Sightseeing, they also bid on a contract, so several years Guiton 
had a monopoly-wise on the travel for the soldiers going from Oakland Army 
Base to Travis, and then the other times it would be California Sightseeing 
Bus Company that did the contract, and yeah, it was three buses at a time, ten 
buses at a time, and they were all going to Travis to go to Vietnam. 

01-00:12:39 
Li: Oh my goodness. Were there protests happening near the base? 

01-00:12:43 
McDonald: Yeah, there were a few, and outside the base, at Building 640, and sometimes 

they would lock the gates or the MPs were down there and they didn’t want 
people to come intrude in the base, and they told us “Don’t talk to them! 
Don’t talk to them!” [laughter] 

01-00:13:04 
Li: Yeah, ‘cause it seems like being in the Bay Area in particular during that era, 

there was such a strong antiwar movement. When you talked to your friends 
about the work you did, was it awkward or difficult, talking about working at 
the base, or—? 

01-00:13:18 
McDonald: No, not really. Because a lot of my friends were working there but they were 

working in a different section, and they were doing maybe the documentation 
and paperwork at the other end. 

01-00:13:32 
Li: And Building 640, what was that called? Was it the administration building, 

or—? 

01-00:13:38 
McDonald: Well, actually, there was different sections; there was the finance office, there 

was people returning from Vietnam, and I think it was called Returnee 
Reassignment, but actually that’s where I met my husband! [laughter] Michael 
McDonald worked in the bay where they had the Vietnam soldiers come back, 
and they were issued clothing, new uniforms and so forth, so that’s where I 
met my husband. 

01-00:14:10 
Li: And what year was that? 

01-00:14:11 
McDonald: We got married in 1970, but he came back in 1969. 
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01-00:14:15 
Li: Wow, so you met him—he was coming back from Vietnam and you helped 

process his paperwork and—? 

01-00:14:21 
McDonald: No, actually he got stationed there. 

01-00:14:23 
Li: He got stationed at the base. 

01-00:14:24 
McDonald: So I actually met him at the NCO club! [laughter] 

01-00:14:28 
Li: So did you do much socializing on base? 

01-00:14:30 
McDonald: Too much! [laughter] A lot, because the military there, we kind of hooked up 

and we were all friends, so I used to go to the dances with them. They’d invite 
me to go to Treasure Island and Naval Air Station, Alameda, the Enlisted 
Men’s Club there, and I even went to the rec center; they had dances maybe 
once a month or something at the Oakland Army Base, and so I went to that, 
so I was a social butterfly.  

01-00:15:03 
Li: So was it fun? 

01-00:15:05 
McDonald: Yeah, it was fun. It was a lot of fun, because you meet different people, and 

socializing was a lot of fun!  

01-00:15:14 
Li: So I know there’s also a bowling alley on— 

01-00:15:15 
McDonald: Yeah. In fact— 

01-00:15:16 
Li: Would you go there, as well? 

01-00:15:17 
McDonald: Yeah, I did! [laughter] I joined one of the teams, and that was at the time 

when I was at Pier 7. There was Lois Wiley, Dottie Wear, Harold Thompson, 
Victor Woo who were Marine cargo specialists. Dottie was my best pal. We 
did everything together. She was like a big sister to me. Being there, they had 
all these military exercises there, so Halloween we would dress up in fatigues 
[laughter] and we’d wear the hat, the caps and stuff, and we wore 
camouflaged vests and pants, baggy pants. 

01-00:16:02 
Li: Was there a Halloween party on base that you would go to? 
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01-00:16:04 
McDonald: No! [laughter] We just wanted to do it, because we felt like a part of the 

military, so we had these toy rifles and guns and stuff. But the group was a lot 
of fun, and that’s what we did. On Valentine’s Day we always wore red and 
white, St. Patrick’s Day we wore green; whatever occasion we would wear the 
color-coded outfits or something. 

01-00:16:34 
Li: Did you live near the base, like with other—? 

01-00:16:36 
McDonald: Yeah, I lived—oh, did I what? I’m sorry. 

01-00:16:39 
Li: Did you live near the base with other people who also worked on the base, 

or—? 

01-00:16:43 
McDonald: I didn’t live on the base, but I lived— 

01-00:16:45 
Li: Nearby. 

01-00:16:46 
McDonald: Yeah, here! Well, actually, when my husband and I got married, we lived 

maybe a couple miles from here, but other than that, yeah, I lived at home up 
until I got married. 

01-00:16:59 
Li: Did it feel patriotic, the kind of work that you were doing? 

01-00:17:02 
McDonald: Yeah, yeah. You felt really loyal to your job, and see, I worked at Pier 7—I 

was a secretary—and Dottie was a transportation assistant so a lot of times she 
would show me the type of work she would be doing, because mine kind of 
got to a point, well I’m always typing and stuff, doing reports and stuff, but I 
wanted to learn something different, challenging, so she dealt with the 
transportation end, so I kind of learned a little bit about that, and I learned 
procurement. 

01-00:17:45 
Li: And so how long were you at Building 640? 

01-00:17:50 
McDonald: Let’s see—from 1965 to 1974. 

01-00:17:55 
Li: Okay. And so did your job evolve over that time, I mean as the war changed 

and—? 
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01-00:18:01 
McDonald: I started to apply for higher paying jobs, so then I kind of moved on, and at 

one point I went to work for Social Security with Berkeley Teleservice, and I 
was on the telephones and answering general questions and stuff, so I stayed 
with Social Security about five years, and then I felt, well, I wanted to go back 
to the Army Base. So at that time I went back to work at Pier 7. 

01-00:18:35 
Li: And that was in—? 

01-00:18:36 
McDonald: Let’s see, in 1980, I guess, but then I took a downgrade, but it was okay. 

01-00:18:42 
Li: So you missed working on the base? 

01-00:18:44 
McDonald: Yeah, I did. I did. I missed all my friends. It was kind of hard to wean away, 

because I would go visit them all the time, and I said, “If there’s any jobs 
open, let me know!” So then I ended up at the pier, but the pier was a nice 
place to work because everybody was like a family, and then there were the 
ships there that came through, and it was break bulk cargo, so they had RoRo 
vessels, and basically I guess they would ship all these tanks and all the Army 
equipment. So I learned a lot about just equipment itself, because eventually I 
got a job in special commodity—well, as an intern, upward mobility, and then 
freight traffic, so I got to learn about equipments and ammunition and so 
forth. 

01-00:19:44 
Li: So was it kind of pre-containerization or was it just for awkwardly shaped 

items, or what was— 

01-00:19:50 
McDonald: It was, yeah, big items, big, bulky items, big, bulky items. 

01-00:19:57 
Li: And Pier 7, the specialty there was—? 

01-00:20:02 
McDonald: Well, it was called Breakbulk Cargo Branch, so it was a shipment, a 

movement of cargo to various points, like Pusan, Korea, Japan, Yokohama, all 
the different areas in the Pacific. 

01-00:20:20 
Li: Were there a lot of women who worked in that division? 

01-00:20:22 
McDonald: At the pier there were—one, two, three—about four women, plus myself. 

01-00:20:29 
Li: Okay, out of about how many? 
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01-00:20:31 
McDonald: There were maybe about twenty, twenty men. They were marine cargo 

specialists, and we would have military also, we’d have a deputy, but we’d 
have a civilian who was in charge. In fact, well, the first tour at Pier 7 I 
worked, Captain Daddario hired me, and he was an interesting person. He was 
a fun person, and a lot of times we would have barbecues. We had our 
barbecue during the summertime. They had these big pits, and then the 
contractors that worked with us, we would have a potluck, and so my job was 
to buy the steaks! So I would buy about twenty-five steaks or something, and 
I’d come home and marinate it, and the next day everybody would have a 
good meal.  

01-00:21:31 
Li: Did you do that every now and then or once a month or—? 

01-00:21:32 
McDonald: We did that maybe once every two months. 

01-00:21:38 
Li: So was the social atmosphere different than at Building 640? 

01-00:21:46 
McDonald: It was an older group of people, yeah. By then I was married! By then I was 

married, and yeah, so I wasn’t in the dating age, so it was completely 
different. 

01-00:22:02 
Li: Yeah. And your husband, did he stay at the base while you worked for Social 

Security? 

01-00:22:07 
McDonald: He was in the Military for about nine years, but no. Then later on when he got 

out he worked for private industry. He worked for Milen’s Jeweler. Well, 
during stage when they closed Milen’s, then he ended up getting retrained, 
and I think he went into carpentry, and he had a really bad accident. He fell 
off the BART, the platform when they were building BART in Castro Valley, 
so he had a difficult time at work. He had six operations on his leg because he 
broke it and shattered it, but he’s fine! He’s alive! He’s alive! [laughter] He’s 
getting ready probably for surgery. 

01-00:22:59 
Li: That’s the most important thing! Yeah! Oh my God. 

01-00:23:01 
McDonald: And then also I was going to mention my daughter and my son—it was kind 

of a family affair—they also worked at Oakland Army Base. 

01-00:23:12 
Li: Oh, really? What years were they born? 
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01-00:23:16 
McDonald: My daughter was born in 1970, and my son was born in 1975. 

01-00:23:25 
Li: And they both worked at the base? 

01-00:25:26 
McDonald: Yeah!  

01-00:23:27 
Li: What were they doing here? 

01-00:23:28 
McDonald: My daughter became an intern, a DA intern, a civilian intern. In fact, when I 

was working with inland traffic I worked as the supervisor for customer 
service branch, so we worked with route orders, domestic route orders, and we 
were kind of like a service department and so forth, or we handled and relayed 
information to the 20 western state vendors. When I was in Fort Carson, 
Colorado, I brought back these vacancy announcements for the people, and 
they were for DA interns, and actually I gave it to my daughter because she 
had already graduated from Cal Hayward, and so she was looking for jobs, 
and I guess the jobs that she applied for she got notices of rejects or whatever, 
but then she was in the top 10 percent of her class, but it was hard to get a job!  

01-00:24:30 
Li: Was this the early eighties, then? 

01-00:24:31 
McDonald: Yeah. No, well, 1990s. So basically when I brought back this announcement it 

was for a job at Fort Eustis, Virginia, as an intern, so I told her to apply and 
then she got an interview where she had to go there, so they flew her to Fort 
Eustis, and she went to her interview, and then two days later it was like she 
got the job, and then she wanted to know, “Mom, should I take this job?” I 
said, “Why not?” It would give her an opportunity to go abroad, go to the East 
Coast, and she did. And so at the time we drove out to Fort Eustis! So yeah, 
she was in a class with about thirty-five people. I think the majority of it was 
military, like about thirty military and five civilians. 

01-00:25:33 
Li: And so were those children of military?  

01-00:25:35 
McDonald: These were people who had already graduated from college and military. 

They went to college and then they got into the program. 

01-00:25:43 
Li: Okay, and so then did she come back here and work? 

01-00:25:45 
McDonald: Yeah, after a year she applied for Oakland Army Base, and then I happen to 

know Sharon Eckroth, and I told her, “Oh, my daughter’s looking for 



12 

 

employment here,” but everybody was looking. The interns were looking for 
jobs, but my daughter, Michelle, was selected on her merit. Michelle also 
graduated from Cal State Hayward, and then she also went to NYU prior to 
Cal State Hayward, but she kind of got homesick and came back home!  

01-00:26:19 
Li: So the Army Base then was a good opportunity for employment for people in 

the area? 

01-00:26:22 
McDonald: Yeah, and then my son, Sean—let’s see—I guess when he graduated from 

high school, then I got him a summer job at the rec center, so he was a 
recreational aide and I guess mainly Sean worked with the kids that were 
under six years old, I guess. Well, actually, maybe they were older, maybe ten 
and younger. And so they went swimming, and he taught them arts and crafts 
and sports. 

01-00:26:56 
Li: Were there a lot of family activities on base that you guys participated in? 

01-00:26:59 
McDonald: Oh yeah, there was. They had a childcare center there, too, because even my 

daughter, when she was three I put her in the childcare center. 

01-00:27:09 
Li: Oh, so she had been on the base for a while before she worked there!  

01-00:27:11 
McDonald: Yeah, a little! And then Sean also worked—I got him a job driving a forklift 

in the warehouse, and then finally I guess he got a job at Jacobs Hall. It was 
the hotel, so he did sort of the night audit type stuff and checked people into 
the guest rooms. 

01-00:27:37 
Li: So he got to have a range of work experiences at the Army Base. When you 

were talking about Pier 7, you mentioned that it was military and civilian 
people working together. 

01-00:27:52 
McDonald: There were a lot of military exercises, what they called team spirit, and they 

would be reservists that would come in from different units, a whole unit. 
There would be probably eighty to a hundred people, and they would all work 
on the vessels, loading the cargo, and it was Team Spirit, Bald Eagle, all kinds 
of different names, but they were out there to support the Military exercises. 

01-00:28:21 
Li: Did you feel like you became part of military culture in the time that you were 

there? 
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01-00:28:26 
McDonald: Yeah, you felt really a part of it. And then even though I was secretary, I even 

drove a forklift! But just to practice. In fact, one of the Marine cargo 
specialists—his name was Victor Woo—when I first got the job at the pier, I 
saw my name in the parking lot. I had my own parking space. It was kind of 
neat because when I was at Social Security prior to that, I was way out in left 
field someplace and it was hard to get parking, so when I drove up there, I had 
my name sprayed on the cement there, and I had my own space. I said, wow! 
And just walk up the stairs and there I was. 

01-00:29:17 
Li: So you really felt a sense of being welcomed and belonging.  

01-00:29:20 
McDonald: Yeah. And then they would take us to lunch—we paid for our own meals at 

times, but a lot of times Victor would bring us to Snug Harbor. It’s a 
restaurant off of Seventh Street, but they give you a big pile of food, because a 
lot of the men would eat there with hearty appetites. 

01-00:29:41 
Li: From the base?  

01-00:29:42 
McDonald: Yeah, from the base, and it was just like piles of food. I couldn’t eat it all; I 

had to take a doggie bag! And then he taught me how to drive a stick shift, 
because at one point—where we worked at Pier 7, it was far away from 
Building 1, about a mile, so I had to do a lot of transporting of paperwork to 
and from the base, so they got me a Military drivers license to drive one of 
those half-ton pickup trucks. It was like I was driving the vehicle and mainly I 
had to get a pillow, and I could barely reach the pedal. 

01-00:30:24 
Li: And you’d drive that back and forth across the base to deliver paperwork? 

01-00:30:26 
McDonald: Yeah, to deliver paperwork, or to the POV lot, or wherever I had to go, 

container freight on the other side of Maritime Street. So finally, too, since my 
boss rode the truck a lot Victor taught me how to drive the scooter, and it was 
a stick shift, which I didn’t know how to drive, so the first time he made me 
drive it was near the tracks or where the crane would operate near the water 
side of the vessel. So I said, “What if I blow over?” He says, “Do you know 
how to swim?” I said, “No.” “Well then,” he says, “all the better! You have to 
learn right here!” I says, “Can’t I go to the other area and practice?” He says 
no! So I learned to drive that, and then people would recognize me because I 
was the only one to drive one of those little vehicles! But it was kind of 
dangerous, because at the time when I had to go gas up the scooter, you have 
to drive down Maritime Street, which is kind of windy when there’s trucks on 
both sides, and I was scared to death half the time, but I said, well, if I drive it 
I have to gas it up, and so they made me do that. 
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01-00:31:48 
Li: So how long were you at Pier 7 for?  

01-00:31:51 
McDonald: Probably about six years. 

01-00:31:55 
Li: So until 1986. And then what happened? Where did you go from there?  

01-00:32:01 
McDonald: I worked at Inland Traffic, and there I was, like I said, chief of the customer 

service branch, and we had a lot of telephone work, and we faxed things to 
offices, because when the special commodities and general commodities 
branch did the route orders, then it would show different equipment that the 
installations had to order, so our branch would be basically faxing the 
information back to the installations or calling them back to tell them what 
kind of vehicles to order. 

01-00:32:42 
Li: Okay. And what was it like being on base during peace time? Was it really 

different, or—?  

01-00:32:49 
McDonald: It was. Our workload, yeah, did decrease, but we had other projects, so we 

just—if it wasn’t that we’d be filing or reading regulations, streamlining 
workload. 

01-00:33:03 
Li: So working for Inland Traffic, did you have to do a lot of interaction with 

commercial carriers?  

01-00:33:10 
McDonald: Yeah. We dealt with trucking companies primarily, and some air, but not that 

much. 

01-00:33:18 
Li: Okay. And how did you learn to do this work, the inland traffic?  

01-00:33:23 
McDonald: Well, we were thrown on the job! [laughter] ‘Cause I remember during Desert 

Shield, Desert Storm, I was kind of like learning, and they put me on the night 
shift, and I had nobody to ask, so you just kind of know what to do! Or I 
would look at the samples that people had and yeah, just follow that format, 
but still you had to look up different tenders, contracts and so forth. But 
basically we kind of shadow somebody, too, and— 

01-00:34:00 
Li: And you learn on the job.  

01-00:34:01 
McDonald: Uh huh, on the job training. 
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01-00:34:03 
Li: So by this point, what was your level?  

01-00:34:07 
McDonald: When I left there I was a GS9. 

01-00:34:13 
Li: So your way up all the way from GS1 to GS9!  

01-00:34:16 
McDonald: Yeah! Yeah. 

01-00:34:21 
Li: So you mentioned the Operation Desert Storm and Desert Shield. What was 

that experience like compared to when you worked there during Vietnam?  

01-00:34:27 
McDonald: Well, that was kind of like boosted up. The workload was heavy, so basically 

during that time I worked a double shift, because I was in charge of customer 
service. So yeah, there were several times I worked a double shift, like if 
people didn’t show up for their shift then I’d have to cover it, so I would work 
a swing shift and a midnight shift, graveyard shift. 

01-00:34:56 
Li: And for customer service, what customers were you helping?  

01-00:35:00 
McDonald: Oh, the twenty western states, so Arizona—from Mississippi on to the West 

Coast. 

01-00:35:10 
Li: And you’d be working with people who were having things shipped through 

Oakland Army Base to the Middle East? 

01-00:35:18 
McDonald: Well, we had to get the vehicles, tell them what companies to use. We’d give 

them a listing of them. In fact—let’s see— 

01-00:35:32 
Li: These are companies who’d be manufacturing—  

01-00:35:33 
McDonald: But this is special commodities. I worked in that section, and general 

commodities, but basically it was like—here it shows the twenty western 
states and so forth, but the build-up was heavy at the time. And when it kind 
of got slower, when I did, too, was go on staff assistance visits, the 
installations that we would talk to. We would go out and not really audit but 
have a better working relationship to see what their needs were and what more 
we could help them with. 
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01-00:36:17 
Li: So were you moving equipment from base to base and from manufacturer to 

bases all within the twenty western states?  

01-00:36:22 
McDonald: Yeah. 

01-00:36:25 
Li: And then were you also working on shipping things from the U.S. to the 

Middle East, as well?  

01-00:36:28 
McDonald: Yeah. 

01-00:36:33 
Li: So when you have to work an extra shift, did it feel—?  

01-00:36:35 
McDonald: It was tiring! They drain you out! But it was— 

01-00:36:43 
Li: Did you feel a sense of purpose because—?  

01-00:36:45 
McDonald: Yeah, because you knew you were doing something good, helping the war 

effots. And I figure while the soldiers are over there, [laughter] they’re at the 
front line and everything, so mine was just in the background! 

01-00:37:05 
Li: Was that always present, kind of an awareness of your job, your work 

compared to the work of some of the soldiers who were coming through, 
knowing how much they were sacrificing? It’s hard to complain about your 
job, I guess! 

01-00:37:17 
McDonald: Oh, yeah. But I think we had loyalty to our jobs, so I worked a lot of hours—it 

didn’t matter. I would stay beyond my hours if I had to, but a lot of times—
they paid overtime at times, but after a while the overtime, is it really worth—
? I mean, because my family and stuff like that, but you do it. You do it. And 
then, too, we had workshops where we went to Colorado or different areas in 
the different states, and we would be on a panel, and so we would discuss 
what our job was, et cetera. People would ask us certain questions, so there 
were a lot of questions people would ask. 

01-00:38:17 
Li: What kinds of questions would people ask?  

01-00:38:18 
McDonald: Well, they wanted to know the timeliness of our route orders, because 

sometimes we had such a backlog and we had this new machine that we had 
to put it through to scan and everything, and it was a new procedure so we 
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were teaching people how to do that, and we had brought one up there and 
kind of showed them how to do it, so that when they got their copies and stuff 
then they could do it there at their installation, too. But other questions that 
they asked were—let’s see, I’m trying to think—I guess basically it pertained 
to the workload, I guess to our workload, and they wanted to meet the people, 
so we would bring some of our coworkers there. 

01-00:39:16 
Li: Yeah, ‘cause the years that you were at the base administrative work changed 

a lot; the computers became much more common, and so how did you get 
trained on all the new technologies?  

01-00:39:27 
McDonald: One of the things is they sent us to classes, different kinds of classes. I was 

going to say, I took a lot of different classes at the Navy school—the 
transportation courses— 

01-00:39:43 
Li: And would you be given time off from work to go do this? 

01-00:39:45 
McDonald: Yeah, they were two weeks classes or one week classes, and yeah, we would 

learn what we could! [laughter] 

01-00:39:52 
Li: Would the base pay for those classes?  

01-00:39:54 
McDonald: Oh, yeah, and the Navy school, they were military instructors, so we did a lot 

of that. But then they would also send us—‘cause I remember going to Fort 
Eustis one time and attended their class there, and Sheppard Air Force Base, I 
went to Sheppard Air Force Base for a travel school there. So yeah, they were 
really good about training people. 

01-00:40:24 
Li: Would people work at the base and get training and then go on to work in the 

private sector with their training? 

01-00:40:29 
McDonald: Yeah, they do that, too. And then we would go to—I went to Chabot College, 

and we took a national motor freight transportation class, knowing a national 
motor freight, because I worked in freight. So you have all these different 
commodities, so you learn about all those different numbers and [laughter] 
what they relate to, so that you price them correctly. 

01-00:40:58 
Li: Did you work with Jim Johnson, with his education program?  
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01-00:41:02 
McDonald: When I worked in the travel section he worked next door, with Helen Fleck, 

Army Community Services, and Jim Johnson, in the education center. Jim was 
such a fantastic guy, full of stories! 

01-00:41:11 
Li: So the classes you took at Chabot, though, were they through the base, like 

through Jim Johnson’s programs, or were they independent?  

01-00:41:16 
McDonald: No, we went to Chabot College, but these were something that the 

government would pay for, so they would do probably a purchase order or 
something and we would go. But yeah, these were different kinds of courses 
that I took, so they were— 

01-00:41:36 
Li: Wow. So you took like passenger travel? 

01-00:41:38 
McDonald: Yeah. So you just kind of want to keep your mind going.  

01-00:41:44 
Li: Right. There’s so many courses here; it seems like a great opportunity to gain 

skills. Yeah. So there’s Golden Gate University as well as Oakland Army 
Base, so you would go to private colleges, non-military. 

01-00:42:03 
McDonald: Yeah, we get credit for college course going to Golden Gate University there. 

01-00:42:21 
Li: Could you speak a little bit about the diversity of the Army base? Was it a 

pretty diverse community?  

01-00:42:25 
McDonald: Yeah, it was. In fact, too, we had Humanities Week, and we did a lot of 

cultures—well, in fact, one year I remember doing China. Rhoda Wing was a 
chef, cook; she would prepare a lot of Chinese food. We would have 
fundraisers, and one year we had Chinese duck. We put it on a little skewer 
type thing, and we had barbecue pork cha-su, [laughter] all kinds of food, and 
we would dress in native costumes and stuff. But this was for Humanities 
Week, and other people would have Italy, Mexico, different countries, but we 
would build our own booths—or the guys would, actually, the guys would 
build the booths with two-by-fours or whatever—but yeah, we had a big 
celebration. Sometimes they were a week long, other times they were a few 
days, because they started to cut it from five days to two or three days, but we 
brought in music and— 

01-00:43:41 
Li: It would happen during lunchtime?  
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01-00:43:43 
McDonald: Yeah, during lunchtime. Well, in fact, it was longer than lunchtime, but we’d 

have it for maybe four hours or something. 

01-00:43:50 
Li: Oh, wow, okay. And people from the base would come visit the booths?  

01-00:43:55 
McDonald: Yeah, families, friends. And also, this was the time when we had our—well, 

we did USA, and we’d have a fundraiser. In fact, I was the chairperson. I was 
the chairperson, so we got everybody to dress up in red, white, and blue. And 
we had the Olympics—we were pretending we were the Olympics  
candidates, and— 

01-00:44:28 
Li: And where is this on the base?  

01-00:44:29 
McDonald: It’s in front of Building 1, Gilbreath Hall. 

01-00:44:31 
Li: Okay, and was that the main building?  

01-00:44:32 
McDonald: Main building, Building 1. And that year we won first place! We won first 

place, and we had fried chicken and apple pie for our booth. 

01-00:44:45 
Li: Was it unusual to have the USA for humanities day? Was that a new—?  

01-00:44:50 
McDonald: Well, we wanted to have that, so—it depended on what our committee 

wanted, so that’s what we chose, and as long as nobody else had that we were 
free to go! But yeah, it was really a great experience. But as far as diversity—
yeah, everybody got along, so that was one thing, ‘cause at the time when I 
was working at Pier 7 I would always come to Building 1, and all the different 
sections, and I got to know everybody, and then they would have Christmas 
parties and stuff, so even though I was in a remote area I always got invited 
and got to meet a lot of people there. 

01-00:45:38 
Li: So did it feel like its own little town?  

01-00:45:42 
McDonald: Yeah, like a little community. But yeah, once you meet people then—and you 

get invited to their homes and stuff, too, so yeah. 

01-00:45:56 
Li: And was there a lot of interaction between civilian and military socially?  
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01-00:46:01 
McDonald: At times. It depended who the military were. I remember there was a 

Lieutenant Scott; he was always active in humanities week. He would play the 
banjo. And then I remember one year—let’s see, Dottie Wear and I at the pier, 
we were getting ready to go home and it was Christmas Eve, and I guess 
Lieutenant Scott turned to Dottie and said, “What are you doing tonight?” and 
she said, “Oh, I’m spending it with family.” And then she jumped in her car. 
And then he turns to me and he says, “What are you doing?” And I said, “I’m 
going to a party!” My cousin has about fifty, sixty people, and he says, “Can I 
come? Can I come?” I said, “Are you serious?” He says, “Yes,” and I said, 
“Sure!” So he met a lot of our family and friends, and he loved the food! And 
too, I used to invite him here for dinner and stuff. 

01-00:47:11 
Li: That must have been nice for people who were on base for a couple years and 

their families are nearby.  

01-00:47:16 
McDonald: Yeah, and even when I worked in other sections, the single guys and stuff I 

would invite for Thanksgiving, and civilians, whoever wanted to come, they 
were welcome to. So as long as they had a meal and didn’t have to spend it by 
themselves, then they were more than welcome to come. 

01-00:47:38 
Li: Yeah. Oh, that’s so nice. So then in 1986, after working at Pier 7 you went to 

inland traffic, and how long were you in inland traffic for? 

01-00:47:53 
McDonald: Since ’87 ‘til I left in 1998. 

01-00:48:01 
Li: And when you left in ’98, what level position were you in?  

01-00:48:03 
McDonald: Oh, I was still a GS-9. It was hard to get promoted. 

01-00:48:06 
Li: Yeah, that was kind of a—  

01-00:48:08 
McDonald: Yeah, it was kind of like a dead end! But yeah, it was okay, ‘cause now even 

though I’m a nine still, I’ll get a good retirement ‘cause I’ll have forty-three 
years and I’ll get the max! 

01-00:48:26 
Li: That’s amazing! You’re so young, and forty-three years with the same 

employer!  

01-00:48:30 
McDonald: And then, too, I had a lot of sick leave. I accumulated a lot of sick leave, 

because I remember the supervisors always instilling in me, “Don’t abuse the 
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sick leave!” So I said, okay, so I’m not going to abuse my sick leave, I’m 
going to use it towards my retirement, and I think I’ll get 2 percent more, 
which isn’t a whole lot, but I currently have 2,700 hours of sick leave. I have 
more than a year and three months or something! 

01-00:49:01 
Li: Wow! So you really were diligent about not abusing it!  

01-00:49:03 
McDonald: Yeah. And then the thing, too, I took sick leave when I was sick, so I took it 

when I had two of my pregnancies, ‘cause I remember taking nine weeks off 
and then with Sean, the second time around I just took off like six weeks, and 
then I had surgery for a triple bypass in 2001, so I was off about four months 
for that, so I still have my sick leave! And I got paid all that time. 

01-00:49:35 
Li: How was the support, being pregnant on base and then postpartum? Was there 

a lot of support for you?  

01-00:49:40 
McDonald: Yeah. They said, “Take your time, take your time off and raise your family 

and come back when you’re ready.”  

01-00:49:49 
Li: Oh, nice. And did you put your children in the daycare centers that were on 

base?  

01-00:49:53 
McDonald: Yes and no. Michelle attended day care at the army base. Actually my mom 

watched her too, yeah, ‘cause I would just leave them here and they got the 
best of attention and love, and so yeah I did. My mom and dad, and then my 
dad used to take them to school, elementary school, so it worked out perfect. 

01-00:50:16 
Li: And so were you still spending leisure time at the base after you had a family? 

01-00:50:20 
McDonald: Yeah, I was still working. 

01-00:50:21 
Li: But would you still spend leisure time there after work?  

01-00:50:25 
McDonald: Oh, not so much, not so much. Oh, I wanted to talk about the San Francisco 

Defense Transportation Association. That was kind of a heavy duty thing 
when I worked at Inland Traffic, because Ron Claussen, he was in charge and 
the deputy of Inland Traffic, so mainly he got the upward mobility people and 
a lot of people within the organization to kind of join the NDTA, and so 
basically I guess these were international organization that promoted 
transportation preparedness, and then I guess they dealt with safety and— 
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01-00:51:26 
Li: What was upward mobility? What were the responsibilities of upward 

mobility?  

01-00:51:30 
McDonald: Well, we would go to different departments like general commodities, special 

commodities, and the SRO branch, which is the standing route order branch, 
so that was the upward mobility—learning all the branch workload. And I 
think at the time, too, because I was always a good typist—one of these 
articles, I was like employee of the quarter, but they gave me a monetary 
amount, but it’s because I think I filled in when someone was sick and just 
kind of did triple the workload or whatever and helped them out, and so 
mainly, yeah, that was part of the upward mobility. 

01-00:52:25 
Li: So what did your involvement in the NDTA—?  

01-00:52:26 
McDonald: Oh, the NDTA. So there were a lot of trucking companies, airline 

representatives, rail representatives, people in the transportation industry, so 
they would have a Transportation Week, and when they have the 
Transportation Week they would have these different booths and they would 
have brochures and literature, and you just kind of learn about their business 
and stuff, and it was kind of fun because they also had raffle drawings, free 
raffle drawings. Sometimes they would sell raffle tickets, too, but a lot of 
them were free. They wanted to give things away so that you would be aware 
of their companies. 

01-00:53:13 
Li: Were there other Army bases involved in this organization?  

01-00:53:17 
McDonald: Yeah, Presidio people, Presidio, Fort Mason. And Fort Mason used to have—

let me go back a step. I still belong to the SFNDTA, and it’s really dwindled 
down because before it used to be military support and now there’s military 
bases have closed, but still we’re hanging on. We have crab feeds, we have 
speakers, arrange for speakers—in fact, I arranged for speakers to come at the 
Coast Guard, and they come. One time I had Admiral Parker; he used to be 
one of our Admirals at the Coast Guard, and he spoke for the NDTA, and 
we’d have maybe—at that time we’d have almost a hundred people that came 
out and listened to him speak, and we’d have a mini-luncheon and stuff, so it 
was a big thing, the San Francisco NDTA. 

01-00:54:22 
Li: And where was it located?  

01-00:54:24 
McDonald: Well, in San Francisco we just had a Post Office box, but most of our 

meetings were in Oakland, are in Oakland now, and they’re at APL, American 
President Lines. That’s where we have our meetings, but at the time we had it 
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different places, wherever the organization wanted to have it or host it. We 
would have it different places. And sometime it was just right there in inland 
traffic. 

01-00:54:53 
Li: Okay, on the base?  

01-00:54:55 
McDonald: On the base. Or sometimes we’d have it at Fort Mason. 

01-00:54:58 
Li: Okay. So when did you know that the base was going to close? When did you 

first hear about it?  

01-00:55:06 
McDonald: Oh, 1995. They were having a BRAC type thing, and I guess they made this 

announcement, because at one point they said “We survived it,” and then the 
next thing you know it in 1995 it hit us, and they were really serious about 
closing. So I said, “Oh, I’m getting out of here!” So I started looking, before 
everybody started moving. I went to Social Security, that’s where I went. But 
yeah, I had applied for a few other jobs locally, but Social Security was the 
one that accepted me, so I went out there. 

01-00:55:46 
Li: Was it sad when they closed the base?  

01-00:55:47 
McDonald: Yeah, I came back and Mayor Jerry Brown at the time was there, and they had 

the flag and they folded it, and yeah, it was sad! It was sad. 

01-00:56:01 
Li: Yeah, ‘cause you’d been there a whole—  

01-00:56:03 
McDonald: Yeah, a couple decades! And then a lot of people came back, and everybody 

was hugging everybody, and— 

01-00:56:15 
Li: And you still keep in touch now with—  

01-00:56:16 
McDonald: Oh, yeah. Those who are living! But yeah, it was kind of traumatic to see it 

close, because I thought I would retire there! But I’ll retire at the Coast Guard! 
[laughter] 

01-00:56:35 
Li: Are there a lot of people at the Coast Guard from Oakland Army Base?  
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01-00:56:36 
McDonald: Yeah, they moved from Oakland Army Base: Amy Estrada, Mary Meyers—

let’s see, who else?—there was a girl named Colleen Birba; she worked in 
transportation. She’s one of the secretaries in another department. 

01-00:56:53 
Li: So some of the communities just moved over.  

01-00:56:56 
McDonald: Yeah, a few people. 

01-00:56:57 
Li: Do you think it’s changed Oakland to have the Army base close down? Has it 

changed Oakland?  

01-00:57:02 
McDonald: Oh, has it changed Oakland? I think it has. I think it has, yeah. Well, I had a 

friend, Mineko Walterhouse; she married military—he was a Colonel in 
inland traffic—and she always says how sad it is because now her daughter’s 
growing up and—I think her daughter’s like maybe twelve, thirteen—but she 
says now that she comes back to Oakland Army Base there’s nothing there to 
see, because they tore down the building and it looks horrible! [laughter] It’s 
not clean like it used to be, because I know prior to closing the base they were 
renovating, and we got all this new furniture, new rugs, everything new, and 
then all of a sudden five years later—I was appalled that they were going to 
close it after spending so much money at the pier! And it was like the military 
support that they had at one point, it’s no longer. 

01-00:58:16 
Li: Yeah, yeah. What’s his name? 

01-00:58:25 
McDonald: He’s a two-star General at the Oakland Army Base during the late 

1980s, ’88, ’89, around that time. 

01-00:58:33 
Li: What was his name? 

01-00:58:34 
McDonald: General John Stanford. 

01-00:58:36 
Li: General John Stanford, okay. 

01-00:58:37 
McDonald: But he was a cool guy. He was a real people person, and I know when he left 

to go to the Pentagon—he couldn’t stay there all the time, at Oakland Army 
Base. [laughter] But yeah, he was just a genuine person. But when he went to 
the Pentagon, one of my girlfriends—her name’s Billie-Ann Robison—we 
were both in the upward mobility program, so she wanted me to help him with 
a favor, so my mom and I met two of his friends—they were a couple that 
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were going to go skiing at Lake Tahoe and he was going to follow them 
after—but he had another person, a military guy, and he drove the RV, and we 
picked them up at San Francisco Airport, and we were standing there with 
signs that said their names, and when they got off the plane then handed them 
these balloons, a dozen balloons, and they had the champagne—it was called 
Stanford Champagne—that we got at the package liquor store. So yeah, we 
had balloons, candy, whatever, and we picked them up and we drove 
sightseeing around San Francisco and then we drove them over to Fort Mason 
Officers Club. But then General Stanford wrote a real nice letter that thanked 
my mom and I for entertaining them. I know I have it. But anyway, yeah, he 
was such a great guy, but it was so sad, too, because after he got out of the 
military he was a superintendent of schools in Seattle, and he eventually died 
of leukemia, and it was really like—I looked on the website and saw his 
pictures and his head was bald and chemo and stuff, but he was the best 
general and I always remember him! I always remember him. 

01-01:00:48 
Li: Is there anything else about the base that you wanted to—? 

01-01:00:50 
McDonald: No, it’s just a rewarding experience working there, and my career started out 

there and it ended sooner than I expected, but I’m grateful for my retirement, 
for all the friendships and family relationships that worked there, and also my 
son-in-law—my daughter Michelle married Donald Pong, who worked in 
International Traffic. 

01-01:01:16 
Li: At the base? 

01-01:01:18 
McDonald: At the base!  

01-01:01:18 
Li: So you both met your husbands at the base! 

01-01:01:22 
McDonald: [laughter] So yeah, we all met each other there! 

01-01:01:25 
Li: All right, well thank you very much! 

01-01:01:28 
McDonald: You’re welcome! I will always treasure all the wonderful memories at 

Oakland Army Base! 

[End of Interview] 

 


