Sharp Park: German Internment
by Kurt Voster, son of Sharp Park internee Alfred Voester

It was Friday, February 13, 1942, when the doorbell rang as our family was eating dinner. My father answered it and came back into the kitchen accompanied by two strangers and a San Francisco policeman. We were told that the men were FBI agents. The agent in charge said that they were going to search the house for any contraband items even though they had no search warrant. Short wave radios, signaling devices and weapons were to have been turned in to the police at the outbreak of the war. After the search they announced that they were arresting my father. We pleaded that they not lead him away in handcuffs. They didn’t, but a feeling of terror pervaded the family


Some days after my father’s arrest we found out that he had been taken to the Immigration and Naturalization Service Station at 801 Silver Avenue where my mother could visit him. The rations were so small that detainees were constantly hungry. Those who had visitors welcomed food brought in. The arrests of civilian “enemy aliens” from Northern California soon filled the facility to capacity. Sharp Park Detention Station opened in March 1942 and my father was moved there shortly after.
On March 13, 1942, just one month after my father had been arrested, three FBI agents pushed their way in without showing any identification. They searched the house without a warrant and the senior agent questioned my mother. I was sent to my second story bedroom. I remembered that my toy soldiers included a set of SS troops with Swastika armbands. The area below my bedroom window had been searched so with a piece of rope or string I carefully lowered the two boxes of soldiers. They were never discovered.

The agents confiscated items, none of which were contraband for enemy aliens. Among these were my father’s army medals, stamps from his stamp collection that had Hitler’s visage. No receipt was given but all confiscated items were returned after the war.
The agents then told us children to report to school. The FBI must have interviewed the principal because she greeted us with the defensive remark,” Well, I had to tell them the truth.” My sister’s class had been given an assignment to write an essay entitled “My Hero”. Having visited Germany in 1934, Julie, with the endorsement of my parents, chose to write about Hitler. This turned out to have been a black mark against our family. The FBI had interviewed our teachers.

Detainees were given hearings without benefit of due process. Having an attorney was out of the question and no formal charges were made. My father was accused of having received “official” mail from the German government. Later he figured out that this was the death notice of a family member in Germany. 

My mother obtained special permission to travel to Sharp Park to visit my father. On Wednesdays she would get on a streetcar and then take a bus to Sharp Park. On Sundays the entire family would drive to Camp Sharp Park to visit. Since gasoline was severely rationed, we had to budget for this trip. We would arrive in the morning, visit, go back out to the car for lunch while the visiting room was closed for the lunch break and return to the visitation area for the afternoon visit.

My father was granted free access as he had to paint the fence and buildings on the outside as well as on the inside. Despite sufficient food and the painting to occupy his mind he started to slide downhill emotionally as the Board had not yet decided. After about six months at Camp Sharp Park the camp commander thought that my father might slip over the edge and asked the authorities to hurry their decision. It came down: internment. Orders were sent to move him to Fort Lincoln, ND, a freezing camp in the winter and one where visitations from us would have been impossible. The Camp Sharp Park Superintendent realized that there would be no one to do the camp painting. He sent a telegram to Washington, D.C. to request that the transfer be reversed. During my father’s changeover from a bus to a ferry boat in San Francisco on his way to North Dakota the answering telegram arrived, and he was assigned to Camp Sharp Park on an “until we release you” basis.

Camp Sharp Park housed Germans, Italians and Japanese.  All seemed to get along very well. The weather was cool with wind and fog on many days, but generally mild and quite comfortable. Erich, my brother, joined my father at Camp Sharp Park in 1943 as a summer “volunteer internee”. This was by no means a routine situation. My father petitioned the camp superintendent and permission was granted. Erich slept with the other internees in the barracks, ate in the dining hall, all behind a 12-foot fence. My father was kept at Camp Sharp Park until his parole on January 21, 1944; a detention just shy of two years.

Support for the family during this difficult time came from several sources. After graduating from high school my sister began to work. I went to school under what was known as the 4/4 plan: four hours of school followed by four hours of work. My paycheck from the sausage factory was meager but also helped with the income. Bread was donated by a neighborhood bakery, while milk, delivered to the house, was provided by a charity. A second charity gave us groceries which were also brought to the house once or twice a week. 

After the war and as late as 1947 former and present internees were deported to Germany without recourse to due process. It appears that our family was listed for deportation but when interviewing neighbors, the FBI came across one who strongly argued that we were loyal Americans.

Upon his release my father was, psychologically, not quite whole. Today, I believe, we would refer to his condition as some sort of traumatic stress syndrome. Returning to freedom, a normal family life and employment waiting for him, he slowly improved and was back to his old self in about three years. He died just shy of 100 years. My mother, on the other hand, had become embittered and was unable to let go of these feelings for about 20 years. The last years of her life were spent happily, and she died at age 88.

Once our family returned to being stable and normal, the subject of internment was not discussed; it was simply too difficult. The pain resulting from the injustice, from the separation, from the financial stress, from the loss of church, the loss of friends, from the humility at having to accept charity was better left sleeping. However, our lives would forever be affected by this experience. Our government has never acknowledged what happened to almost 11,000 German American internees. 
-- Written by Kurt Voester. Excerpted from The German American Internee Coalition. August 2009.
