Sharp Park: Italian Internment

When the former Depression-era relief camp at Sharp Park opened as an internment center on March 30, 1942 to house “enemy aliens,” Italians were confined along with Japanese and Germans. 
Italians had been living under restrictions since after the Pearl Harbor attack when Franklin D. Roosevelt on Dec. 8, 1941 signed Proclamation 2527 declaring Italian immigrants “alien enemies.” Among the restrictions: they could no longer possess cameras, firearms and short-wave radios. They could be searched, arrested and detained. 
More restrictions were ordered in February 1942: an 8 p.m. to 6 a.m. curfew, a prohibition from traveling more than a five-mile radius of home and forced re-location from the coast. In California, 10,000 Italians had to leave their homes because they lived in prohibited zones. In Monterey, 75 boats owned by Italian fishermen were seized by the Navy. In Half Moon Bay and surrounding area, more than 100 Italians who lived and farmed in the prohibited zone west of Highway 1 had to abandon their farms and houses. Luckily for the Pedro Valley Italians (today, Linda Mar), their land was to the east of Highway 1 and they could continue to work their fields.
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Italians who were arrested and interned at Sharp Park came from all over northern California. We know one Italian farmer in Pedro Valley, Remigio Lazzarini, was interned at Sharp Park but do not know the circumstances.
Pacifica Historical Society member Laura Del Rosso interviewed family members who lived through World War II on their Pedro Valley artichoke farm. They remembered being under close observation by the FBI, which tapped their phone and visited the Peralta Road farmhouse to question them and confiscate radios and firearms. The family visited their friend Lazzarini at the Sharp Park camp. Laura’s father, Silvio, who had filed naturalization paperwork in 1940 but was still an Italian citizen in 1942, was forced to comply with the curfew and stay within a five-mile radius of his house. It prevented him from driving artichoke crates to the San Francisco Produce Market as he did each morning. His partner in the farm, Louie Benedetti, an Italian citizen, received an exemption from restrictions because his son, Reno, was serving in the U.S. military in Europe. Silvio’s brother, Abramo, a naturalized American citizen and Pedro Valley farmer, joined the local Defense Committee volunteers who patrolled Pacifica’s coast and hills as lookouts against enemy attacks, in part to demonstrate the family’s American patriotism as they came under more scrutiny from neighbors.
Some Italian immigrants had supported the Italian fascist dictator Mussolini whose propaganda was popular among people who had left a destitute homeland and believed Mussolini was reviving Italy to greatness again. Some, however, were avowed anti Fascists. Others were not political and had barely any connection with the “old country,” having arrived in the U.S. with their parents as infants.

Although prejudice against Italians in the United States was common at the time, Italians in San Mateo County had been respected community members. The agricultural industry relied on Italian farmworkers who were now forbidden to work in the prohibited zones. Some county leaders, aware of the economic toll the restrictions would have, protested before the board of supervisors. Their efforts went nowhere and, as war raged, fears of a “fifth column” of enemy agents grew.
The Sharp Park Breakers, the newspaper for today’s Pacifica, expressed strong approval of the restrictions and said only “citizen labor” should be used for the artichoke fields in the restricted zone. “At this time, we say, an alien is an alien regardless of good intentions,” the newspaper said. “If this country is good enough to live in for years and years, it is deserving of being supported by citizenship and loyalty.” (Sharp Park Breakers Feb. 20, 1942)
Some Italians were interned at Sharp Park simply for minor violations, such as missing curfew. Aristide Bertolini, a Santa Rosa farmer, was arrested because he had an important order of tomatoes to deliver and was delayed. He spent several weeks at Sharp Park. Marino Sichi of Arcata, who stayed out late courting his wife-to-be, was interned at Sharp Park. He recalled “I remember the camp was divided in half. The Japanese were on the left side, and we were on the right…There were guard towers at every corner and all around the perimeter. Those guards were armed; I found out the hard way.” While playing baseball one day in camp, Sichi chased the ball and got too close to the barbed wire fence, finding himself “looking at a barrel of the .30-caliber machine gun aimed at my head.” 
A friend visited Sichi and said “It does something to you. It’s just like looking at animals caged in a pen. We’d visit with him, and then come back and report on his condition to his folks. When I left, there he was on the other side of the wire. You could just read his thoughts: ‘Why?’”  (Branded: How Italian Immigrants Became ‘Enemies’ During World War II by Lawrence W. DiStasi).
President Roosevelt lifted the restrictions against Italians on October 12, 1942. Though it can’t be compared to what Japanese Americans endured, many Italians suffered financially and emotionally. At least five Italian “enemy aliens” died by suicide. Some Italian Americans said they felt humiliated and grew up discouraged from speaking Italian or having pride in their heritage. Most lived the rest of their lives preferring to not discuss what they had endured as “enemy aliens.” 
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