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 I grew up in San Francisco’s Richmond District during the 1950s and 
early 1960s.  I went to (George) Washington High (School), a school so well 
integrated it was used as the model when San Francisco integrated all of its 
schools. 

 The Richmond District borders Golden Gate Park to the south, Lake 
Street and Fort Miley to the north, the ocean to the west and Arguello to the 
east.  It was a geographically contained area whose schools drew a mix of 
kids reflecting the ethnic variety of the entire city.  Washington was the public 
high school for the Richmond.  Built with WPA (Works Progress 
Administration) money during the 1930s, it’s a handsome school with a 
football stadium and a view of the Golden Gate (bridge) second to none.  In 
addition to the Richmond District, the school drew students from the Western 
Addition to Chinatown and to Sea Cliff.  As a result I went to school with 
everybody: Jews, Catholics, Greeks, Chinese, Japanese, African 
Americans, Latinos, Russians, Italians, Irish, Filipinos.  You name it, they 
went to Washington. 

 San Francisco Attorneys Jim Collins, ben Winslow, and I had lunch 
together recently.  We were childhood friends from the Richmond. Jim and 
Ben are white. I’m black. We’ve kept up with one another through the 
years. They have maintained friendships with those of different ethnic 
groups, as have I. We speculated those kinds of inter-ethnic friendships 
aren’t being forged as frequently today. 

 Not that everything was entirely ideal when we were high school 
students.  I remember O.I. Schmaelzle, longtime principle of Washington 
High, once stating to me, “You all (blacks) claim you want integration, yet I 
go into the lunch room and you’re all sitting together.” 

 . . . It was just more easily noticed when ethnically identifiable 
minorities stuck together.  When other kids, say the Irish, hung out together, 
they would simply appear as a group of white kids.  Irrespective of that, 
enough of us from different groups got to know each other during class, gym 
sports, club events or other activities, that we all had friendships outside our 
primary ethnic group. 



 It’s common consensus today with an even greater variety of groups, 
including those from Indo-China, there’s more polarization in the schools.  
It’s easier to hang out with those who are like you, and that happens in our 
schools and neighborhoods as well as in the work-force.  Unfortunately, this 
by-product of ethnic identification is often ethnic isolation. 

 Social separation based on race is also the product of established, 
segregated housing patterns.  African Americans who arrived in great 
numbers during World War II were concentrated in projects in Hunter’s Point 
of in the Western Addition.  There, they replaced many of the Japanese who 
were interned during the war and forced to leave their homes.  Similarly, the 
Chinese historically lived in and around Chinatown, while other groups such 
as the Russians moved to the Richmond and developed their own inclusive 
communities. 

 My first experience of integration came early.  My family moved from 
the Western Addition to the Richmond District in 1952.  The first kid I met 
was Japanese.  His name was Ken Matsuoka. 

 Ken and I met on a rare sunny day at Ocean Beach during a family 
outing.  We had left our towels at home and I had just come out of the water 
when Ken’s mother motioned to him.  “Share your towel,” she said.  We were 
both six.  . . .  Meeting Mats was the beginning of my thoroughly integrated 
childhood. 

 It’s ironic we met in the Richmond because my family was part of that 
World War II black migration which took over the Western Addition.  The 
Examiner at the time called it a “Negro Invasion.”  We were part of the wave 
that replaced the Japanese who had been relocated to concentration camps.  
The Japanese, when they returned in the mid-40s, in turn, replaced the 
Jewish community which was moving out of the Richmond.  Everyone 
seemed to regroup in the Richmond. 

 An aspect of the times which contributed to social isolation between 
groups was the prudishness of the 1950s. I recall fellow sixth grader Patrici 
Harris was banned from singing from My Fair Lady during our elementary 
school graduation presentation. She was going to sing “I Could Have Danced 
All Night”, but when she got to the lyrics, “And done a thousand things I’d 
never done before,” our sixth grade teacher Mrs. Pope stopped her in mid-
song. “No, I’m sorry that won’t do,” Mrs. Pope insisted. In high school, not 
only were we banned from doing the twist, but when in our Junior class play, 
the girls dressed in devil costumes were to emerge from beneath the stage 



with red lights in the back drops – the red lights were banned.  It took more 
daring to reach out to other groups in that era; in such an atmosphere 
interracial boy-girl relations were taboo. 

 There were special social activities born out of and reinforcing our 
differences.  Hebrew school for the Jewish kids and catechism for Catholic 
youngsters were both after school religious activities.  Many of the black kids 
who were sons and daughters of the middle class belonged to Jack and Jill, 
a national organization whose Bay Area chapter originated in the late 1940s. 
It was a social organization with planned monthly activities supervised by the 
mothers. Jack and Jill was a de facto support network for middle class, Black 
American families spread throughout The City.  We learned to dance 
Kitchen’s Dancing School out on Taraval (Street), and we went on ski trips 
together. In a like fashion, many of the Greek and Russian kids belonged to 
soccer clubs, a sport which their parents played in the old country.  The 
Chinese kids went to the Chinatown YMCA and the Japanese kids to the 
Japantown YMCA for after-school activities. 

 The prudishness of the 1950s continued into the early ‘60s.  In marked 
contrast from what came to be known as the decade of the sexual revolution, 
the early ‘60s dictated that kids stick with their own.  While there was always 
the exception, when people partied or dated, it was typically within their own 
ethnic group.  Hanging out with non-whites, the boys feared, might lessen 
their chances with white girls.  And not infrequently, social separation was 
parentally imposed.  Greg Goodman and I were the best of friends. Greg was 
Jewish.  We met as members of San Francisco Boys’ Chorus when we were 
ten or eleven.  Ironically Greg’s mother had grown up in the house across 
the street from where I lived.  We met for chorus rehearsals twice a week 
and there were evening concerts and summer camp which lasted a month. 
We attended both junior high and high school together. 

 Greg had his bar mitzvah at Temple Emmanuel.  I was invited along 
with the rest of his friends.  Being best of friends I made sure I got him a 
suitable gift, and since were in a singing group together, part of my 
contribution to this special day was to sing a solo at the reception. After the 
ceremony and during the celebration following, I heard the other kids talking 
about an after party at Greg’s house.  How could this be? Greg was my best 
friend and I wasn’t invited. It defied reason to me as a 12 year old. I went 
home hurt and confused. It took me two years to get up the nerve to ask him 
why I wasn’t invited.  When I asked him, he broke down in tears and 
explained he had placed my name first on the invitation list but his mother 



had said, “No, this isn’t done. How would Noah feel? How would the other 
boys and girls feel with Noah there?” Greg said he cried himself to sleep that 
night. 

 That was my first taste of social ostracism between friends, because 
of skin color. 

 Prior to this incident I always gave whites the benefit of the doubt. I 
believed whites were free of prejudice until proven otherwise. I consciously 
did a mental and emotional 180 degree turn. From then on, I believed all 
whites harbored racism – I can’t even say “until proven otherwise.” I made 
up my mind to never be hurt or betrayed again. His parents had been so nice 
yet all the while they harbored these thoughts of me as different all the while. 
I vowed I would never be taken . . . 

 

Black & White 

. . .   While ethnic pride is a healthy thing and does wonders for self-esteem, 
it plays down the urge to merge with one another into a national identity.  
American is not a melting pot. I think we are more of a stew.  Each group in 
the same pot maintaining its distinctive individuality yet is flavored by the 
whole experience.  I don’t know if the push for integration in the 1950s meant 
we unconsciously tried to reach out, if that was what brought us together.  
Whatever it was, we were curious about one another, about our different 
customs, holidays, and values.  Growing up together came naturally. 

 YMCA Youth Clubs also brought kids together in the 1960s. At 
Washington High we had quite a few. Most were affiliated with a particular 
“Y,” usually the 18th Avenue Y.  Club members had their own jackets, 
scheduled meetings, and organized activities.  These clubs were enclaves 
of integration where members of different ethnic groups socialized. 

 Three YMCAs served the Richmond District: The 18th Avenue Y where 
kids from the heart of the Richmond gathered – the Buchanan Street Y used 
by youngsters from the Western Addition – and the Japantown & on Post 
Street. 

 I went to dances at the Buchanan Y, was a member of a club from the 
18th Avenue Y, and once performed at the Japanese Y.  That was one of 
the strangest experiences of my life. I had a rock ‘n’ roll band in high school 
and we were booked to play a dance there.  The crowd was almost 
completely Japanese.  . . . They were being polite. 



 . . . The Four Star, the Alexandria, and the Coliseum were for everyone, 
so was Mel’s Drive-In and John’s Pizza. No hangout was off limits by any 
particular ethnic group.  Despite the natural cleavages of subculture, 
everyone went to dances and football games, also in the cafeteria, and 
involved themselves in school life. 

 When we weren’t involved in school activities, we’d see our friends at 
the beach, Golden Gate Park, Playland-at-the-Beach, or the Y.  We lived 
near each other and went over to each others’ houses.  Just going to school 
on the 38 Geary (bus), we’d meet up with friends.  There were also the 
playgrounds which dotted the area.  Ours was Cabrillo at 38th and Fulton.  
There we joined kick-ball and touch football teams, played tennis and 
basketball without any thought of ethnic differences.  During summers there 
were dances in the Club House. 

 I never saw nor heard of drugs then. The worst offenses were to get 
caught smoking in the boy’s bathroom or having sneaked a beer into a 
dance. I can say, without making a value judgement, there was respect for 
authority and we believed in the idealism of the 1950s and early 1960s.  All 
things seemed possible – whether orbiting the earth of getting the Supreme 
Court to rule segregation unconstitutional.  Children of the 1950s believed.  
We had just come out of World War II and were sliding into a decade in which 
the national idled while “Ike” (President Eisenhower) “looked down the green 
fairways of indifference.”  Our innocence was shattered November 22, 1963 
when shots rang out in Dallas.  My generation would never again issue blind 
trust and obedience which could come back served to us as improbable 
assassination theories and the indigestible rationalizations of Vietnam.  
Never again could we think every kid went to school with everyone else – 
just like we did. 

_____________________ 

Noah Griffin is a local talk show host with KSFO/KYA-FM radio.  He is also 
a freelance writer whose columns appear regularly in the San Francisco 
Examiner. 

  

  



 

 

Noah Griffin added 3 new photos. 

April 6, 2016 ·  

Flipping through this old San Francisco Magazine from March of 1991, (i can see why I 
kept it) I found this feature. Memories that bless and burn.... 
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