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Need a Ride To The Society Meeting On January 19th?   Contact Bill Lloyd

Visit - SRVHistoricalSociety.org

Bay Area Iron Master Al Zampa: A Life building Bridges
was Presented at the November 17th Meeting

     As an undergraduate at UC Berkeley in 1990, John Robinson took a class on oral history.  
A term paper was due.  John looked for a strong person who had a story to tell.  He had 
heard of bridge builder Al Zampa and contacted his grandson in hopes of being granted an 
interview.  There was an interview, the term paper was written, there were more visits, and a 
friendship was formed.  The notes and tapes that were made and stored under John’s bed 
have finally seen the light of day!  Al Zampa’s story has been told.  We were treated to 
stories and photographs of the life of one outstanding bridge builder as told by one 
outstanding storyteller.                                                         (continued on page 2)

     Note that starting in January, the San Ramon Valley Historical Society will be meeting in the 
party room of the Black Bear Dinner located adjacent to the Best Western Motel in Danville at 680 
and Camino Ramon (Use the Sycamore Valley Road 680 exit).  As always the cost of the dinner is 
$23.00.  You will choose your meal option from one of three dinner choices.  The meal will be 
served to you at the table.  Dessert is extra on your tab.  The evening starts at 6:30 pm with a no-
host Happy Hour and dinner follows at 7 pm.
Please make your reservation and share this great evening with us.

“The Spirit of the Old West”  at the January 19th Meeting 
     Join us to learn about the “Spirit of the Old West” exhibit at the Blackhawk Museums on Thursday, 
January 19, 2017.  Susan Schaefer, Programs Assistant at Blackhawk shares the story of this fascinating 
exhibit depicting America’s plains Indians and those who moved there later.  Look for Charley Parkhurst 
too.  Well actually it is Susan as a Charley Parkhurst re-enactor.  Back in the 1800’s Charlotte Parkhurst 
reveled in disguising herself as a man to drive stage coaches.  Even then women asserted their rights.  The 
“Spirit of the Old West” is a permanent exhibit at Blackhawk telling the story of the Indians and the 
pioneers that settled the West in the 1800’s.
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The Bay Bridge

J a n u a r y  2 0 1 7
SAN RAMON VALLEY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

P.O. BOX 521 · DANVILLE, CALIFORNIA 94526
SAN RAMON VALLEY HISTORICAL SOCIETY



The Sales Table ̶  ~~  Nancy Ramsey 

Packets of cards depicting Mount Diablo, Front Street, 
Southern Pacific Depot, Tassajara School,  “Grand Dames” 

of San Ramon, Alamo Grammar School 1876, and a 
collection of assorted historical scenes are available.

Each packet contains 8 cards and 8 envelopes. 

Member Price - $3.50 per 8 card packet
Historic scene postcards are $0.20 each

Dinner Reservat ions

$23.00 per person

MAKE CHECK PAYABLE TO S.R.V.H.S.  (Deadline January 17, 2017)
Mail to:  S.R.V.H.S., P. O. Box 521, Danville, CA 94526

   NAMES: ______________________________________________

                    ______________________________________________        

Black Bear Dinner 
807 Camino Ramon, in Danville
(at I-680 and Camino San Ramon in Danville)

T h u r s d a y
J a n u a r y  1 9 ,  7  p . m .

Do stop by the Sales Table

www.SRVHistoricalSociety.org

Member’s Memorial Gift
NAMES HONORED BY MEMORIAL AND COMMEMORATIVE GIFTS, AND NAMES OF DONORS, ARE 

ENTERED IN A BOOK OF MEMORY AND WILL BE PLACED IN OUR MUSEUM.  For tax purposes, we are
a non-profit organization.  You may make your donation to the society or to the Museum - Please check box below.

Make check to: San Ramon Valley Historical Society Memorial Fund.  Please ✓ for:  ☐ SRVHS     ☐ MSRV
Mail to:  SAN RAMON VALLEY HISTORICAL SOCIETY  P. O. Box 521, Danville, CA 94526
This contribution    ☐ REMEMBERS      ☐ HONORS      ☐ EXPRESSES APPRECIATION      ☐ OTHER

          NAME ____________________________________________________________________

          DONOR Name(s) ____________________________________________________________

                          Address ____________________________________________________________

          PLEASE NOTIFY   Name _____________________________________________________

                                          Address ____________________________________________________ 

Bay Area Iron Master Al Zampa  (Continued)

     Alfred Zampa was born March 12, 1905, in Selby, California.  (Selby was about two 
miles west of Crockett and no longer exists).  Construction began on the first Crockett - 
Vallejo Bridge in 1925.  It was the first highway bridge of any size across any part of the 
bay, ten years before the Bay Bridge or the Golden Gate Bridge The builder was the 
American Toll Bridge Company – a group of local business men tired of taking ferries.  To 
fend off any competition, the company built the smaller Antioch Bridge at the same time.  
The Antioch Bridge was completed first. 
     Al Zampa got his start building the Carquinez Bridge.  It was completed in 1927 and, at 
that time, was the world’s longest bridge.   A unique engineering technique was used in 
constructing this bridge.  The span was constructed on land, placed on a barge, and floated 
into position below the open space between the spans erected from the shores.  Cables from 
both ends of the span on the barge went over pulleys on each of the installed spans.  
Containers were connected to the cables at the installed spans and were loaded with wet 
sand.  These weights lifted the middle span off the barge and into place between the installed 
spans.  The new middle span was connected to the installed spans.  The process worked 
perfectly.  
     David Steinman, a bridge engineer, had built a smaller suspension bridge in Michigan.  
The Carquinez Bridge was the young engineer’s first “big bridge”.  It was his idea to use 
hydraulic buffers and earthquake dampers.  The Carquinez Bridge was the first bridge in the 
world to have these devices.  The bridge survived many small and large shakes including the 
Loma Prieta earthquake in 1989.  The Bay Bridge collapsed, but the Carquinez Bridge 
survived in fine condition.  
     Al Zampa learned his craft on the Carquinez Bridge.  He continued building bridges 
throughout California.  In his lifetime, he probably worked on about seventy five bridges.  A 
1936 photograph from the Bancroft Library showed a commanding Al Zampa on the Bay 
Bridge in hard hat, safety belt, gloves, with tools hanging from his belt etc.  
     Though the Golden Gate Bridge was the more famous, Al felt the Bay Bridge was more 
interesting.  There he worked on the piers, drove rivets, and worked on the main cables.  The 
Bay Bridge had everything: approaches, trusses, camel backs, a cantilever span, a tunnel 
through Yerba Buena Island, and two suspension bridges.  
     Joseph Strauss designed and oversaw the construction of the Golden Gate Bridge.  He 
introduced the use of a safety net.  A bridge man who fell to his death was said to have 
“gone to hell”.  The men who survived their falls into the net decided to call their group the 
“Half Way to Hell Club”.  By the time the Golden Gate Bridge was finished, the club had 
nineteen members.  Eleven men died during the bridge construction.  
     Al Zampa fell into the net on the Marin side of the bridge October 19, 1936.  He broke 
three vertebrae and fractured his pelvis and lived!  He was in the hospital 12 weeks.  Upon 
leaving the hospital, Al needed to prove to himself that he had not lost his nerve.  He went to 
the bridge wearing a back brace, but it was six years before Zampa returned to work as an 
iron worker.  During this period, Al had to support his                (continued on page 3)
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M u s e u m  N e w s   

January 29 to April 9, 2017:  War Comes Home

       The museum will present three exhibitions that explore the subject
 of war, separation, and coming home. 

    “War Comes Home: The Legacy” is a traveling exhibition that presents letters from
             veterans to their families from the Civil War to today.  

    “An Ordinary Year, An Extraordinary Time” is a retrospective exhibit featuring the 
             photographs of Steve Burchik, a Viet Nam veteran, author, and San Ramon resident. 

    “World War I and America” remembers the 100th Anniversary of Americans who experienced
             it firsthand.  This exhibition will open early January and close January 31, 2017. 

Town of Danville Tours:  To Schedule a tour, please call Eve/Donna at the museum at (925) 837-3750.

General:  When the Museum is open, a trained docent is always on duty and can provide exhibit 
tours for visitors.  Reserved tours are available during open or closed hours by appointment.  Large 
groups are encouraged to call ahead to assure that a docent is available specifically for your group.

The Museum of the San Ramon Valley is located on the southwest corner of Prospect & Railroad 
Avenues, and accessible via the Iron Horse Trail  [P.O. Box 39, Danville, CA, 94526, (925) 837-3750]

Hours: 1-4 pm Tuesday-Friday, 10 am-1 pm Saturday, 12-3 pm Sunday.

     Jim Lane passed away peacefully at home on November 18, 2016.  Born on October 9, 1936 in Denver, 
Colorado, he grew up in Lakewood and graduated from the University of Northern Colorado in Greeley. 
After serving as a Lt. JG in Navy providing intelligence briefings to the Admiral in Honolulu, he graduated 
from the Coro Fellowship in Public Affairs in 1963 where he met his wife Beverly. 
     He worked for the California State Assembly and earned his LLD at McGeorge Law School, University 
of the Pacific.  As Assistant Chief Clerk, consultant to the Assembly Health Committee and Director of the 
Assembly Office of Research, he played a major role in developing health and welfare policy for state 
legislation.  Three sons were born in Sacramento.
     In 1973 Jim went to work for the national office of Kaiser Permanente in Oakland and the family moved 
to Danville.  He worked on health care reform policy issues and, as Senior Vice President of Policy and 
Planning, led policy development, strategic planning, product development and the KP expansion team.  A 
GGP (great game player), he was an excellent and competitive golf, tennis and bridge player.  He provided 
the CEQA analysis for the 1976 San Ramon Valley incorporation effort, managed the Danville depot move 
in 1996, headed the Museum of the San Ramon Valley house committee for many years and served on the 
Sycamore Homes Association Board at a critical time. 
     He and Beverly enjoyed playing tennis, traveling, seeing live theater (many annual visits to Oregon 
Shakespeare Theatre) and watching sports, especially the Warriors.  Jim approached everything with a laser-
like focus and brought a genuine sweetness to his relationships. His steady support for his family and 
friends is something all who knew him will remember. 
     He is survived by his wife Beverly of 53 years, sons Doug, Andy and Greg, daughter-in-law Patti, his 
sister Judy and her family.  A family memorial service is planned. Donations in his memory may be sent to 
Hope Hospice or the Museum of the San Ramon Valley.     East Bay Times, 12/03/2016.

In Memoriam

James Albert Lane
 October 9, 1936 - November 18, 2016

Resident of Danville
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     During the question period, Ray Strong brought up the issue of the loading of the Golden 
Gate Bridge on opening day when people walked onto the bridge from the San Francisco 
side and from the Marin side and met somewhere midway.  It was the heaviest loading the 
bridge had seen.  It was hoped that people would walk from one side to the other and return.  
They didn’t – they couldn’t!  They met in the middle and stopped in gridlock.  It was a much 
heavier load than people in vehicles.  John noted that at the Carquinez Bridge opening in 
2003, people conducting the ceremony made sure everyone walked the same direction - 
from the Vallejo side to the Crockett side.  Busses took the people back and forth.  He also 
noted that Al never went completely across the Golden Gate Bridge.
     John Robinson teaches English at California State University East Bay and Los Positas 
College.  He has authored several books about master iron bridge builder Al Zampa, his life 
and his bridges.  

     Most of the information above was taken from John’s talk.  Some information was taken 
from his book, “SPANNING THE STRAIT, Building the Alfred Zampa Memorial Bridge”, 
Text and Photographs by John V. Robinson, Carquinez Press, P.O. Box 571, Crockett, CA  
94525, 2004. 

growing family.  Disability payments were gradually reduced then disappeared.  A fishing 
business ended in a dispute with his business partners.  A job at the Mare Island Naval 
Shipyard in Vallejo as a ship fitter lasted two years.  It did not offer the challenge, or the 
money, that ironwork did.
     In July, 1942, Al Zampa reinstated his ironworker book (number 140971) in Oakland 
Local 378.  He worked for contractors at the C&H Sugar Refinery in Crockett and on the 
electrical towers that connect Crockett and Vallejo.  During the 1950’s Al worked on the 
Benicia Bridge, the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge, and the second Carquinez Bridge.  Al 
Zampa worked as an ironworker until his retirement in 1970         (continued on page 4)
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Bay Area Iron Master Al Zampa  (Continued)

 at age 65.  On his final day on the job, he worked as a connector in a raising gang.  
(Connecting is one of the most physically demanding jobs in the trade.)
     John found a letter addressed to Al from Eric L. Pedley on Half Way to Hell Club 
stationary dated 28 August 1963, the 25th anniversary year of the opening of the Golden 
Gate Bridge. Eric had died, but John was able to contact Eric’s son.  He had no other 
records.
     Al Zampa’s early retirement years were uneventful, but that changed in the mid 1980‘s 
with the Golden Gate’s 50th anniversary approaching.  The media’s attention turned to the 
daring men who built the California landmark.  Al Zampa and a handful of other surviving 
bridge men found themselves thrust into the spotlight.  One of the first television reporters to 
knock on Al Zampa’s door was Charles Kuralt.  He profiled Zampa, and other bridge men, 
for a 1983 segment of his CBS show On the Road.  The piece was later printed in the 1985 
book On the Road with Charles Kuralt.
     After the television appearance with Charles Kuralt, Al Zampa was in demand for public 
appearances.  Journalists wrote magazine and newspaper articles.  Al was good copy.  
Historians and bridge aficionados published books about the bridge and the men who built 
it.  In 1987, Al Zampa appeared on the local TV game show “Claim to Fame”.  With all the 
media exposure leading up to the 1987 50th anniversary celebrations, Al Zampa became the 
unofficial ambassador to the Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate Bridge.  It was also the 60th 
anniversary for the first Carquinez Bridge.  San Francisco photographer Elma Garcia 
photographed Al Zampa.  This photo shoot produced some stunning images of an 81 year 
old Zampa.  He was steely eyed and lean in his hard hat and bib overalls.  With a tool belt 
slung over his shoulders, he looked ready to resume work on the bridge.  
     In 1985, as a member of the writing group, Tale Spinners, Isabelle Maynard chose the 
assignment to write a play on the Golden Gate Bridge.  At UC Berkeley Archives, she found 
a newspaper article about Al Zampa’s fall and then going back to work.  She called the Iron 
Workers Union in Oakland to learn more.  She talked to Al’s grandson, Don, and went to 
Tormey, CA, to interview Al.  (Tormey is an unincorporated area near Rodeo in Contra 
Costa County.)  Completed in 1987, Isabelle Maynard entitled her play The Ace with the 
subtitle “An Ironworker’s story of heroism, risk, and recognition on the Golden Gate 
Bridge”.  In August, 2001 John drove to Emeryville, CA, to meet with Isabelle and discuss 
Al Zampa, The Ace, and the writing process.  She gave him a copy of the script, a copy of 
her oral histories, photographs of Al at the theater, and told of the meetings with Al and 
Angelina Zampa.  
     The ground breaking ceremony for the new (third) Carquinez Bridge suspension bridge 
between Crockett and Vallejo was held March 3, 2000.  Al was invited to speak but declined. 
He did turn a shovel of dirt.  Al Zampa died on Easter Sunday, April 23, 2000, aged 95 
years.  
     In August, 2000, California State Senator John Burton introduced Senate Resolution 97 
to have the third Carquinez Bridge named in honor of Al          (continued on page 5)

Bay Area Iron Master Al Zampa  (Continued)

Zampa.  The resolution was passed and signed into law on September 12, 2000.  Not long 
after Al died, a local man, Vince Ramos, memorialized Al by painting a large mural on a 
retaining wall overlooking the house in Tormey where Al had lived.
     In 2005-2006, it was decided to take the 1927 Carquinez Bridge apart.  It was decided to 
use some of the same techniques that were used in 1927.    Sand boxes, cables, pulleys, and barges 
were put to use.  Explosive demolition could not be used - for one reason - the shipping channel 
could not be blocked.  John recorded the event for his pictorial history book.  John noted that 
parts of the old bridge are still there and you can walk on it for about two-thirds of a mile.
     The first Carquinez Bridge was an architectural marvel that never really got the attention 
it deserved, but it wasn’t for lack of effort.  The governors of California, Washington, 
Oregon, and Nevada were present at the bridge’s opening ceremonies.  At 2:30 p.m. on 21 
May 1927 President Calvin Coolidge, in Washington D.C., pushed a golden key to signal, 
via telegraph, the opening of the new span.  A large flag was unfurled atop the center tower.  
The Oakland Municipal Band played “The Star Spangled Banner”.  Navy Ships from Mare 
Island fired a volley of shots to salute the new bridge.  A flock of carrier pigeons were 
released to wing the news to Portland, Seattle, and Vancouver.
     An event in history kept the first Carquinez out of the national spotlight.  Earlier that 
morning, just hours before the bridge opened, Charles Lindberg landed in Paris after 
completing the first solo transatlantic flight.  News of Lindberg’s historic flight quickly 
upstaged the new bridge.  California Governor C. C. Young had his speech interrupted 
several times by newsboys shouting about the Lindberg landing.    (continued on page 6)          

Pictured:  John Robinson, Ginny Fereira
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