Finding Florence Minard, who saved Aquatic Park in the 1960s --
a work in progress. Please get in touch if you know more!

Searching for Florence Minard, Environmental Pioneer
Copyright © 2026 by Susan Schwartz

Florence Minard, Mills
College yearbook, 1939.

| have so enjoyed tracking down al-
most a century of footprints of Flor-
ence Minard, widely credited with
reviving Berkeley’s Aquatic Park
lagoons in the 1960s. Almost as ex-
citing has been learning rudiments
of historical research. I hope that
the fragments here begin to portray
this funny, incisive, self-deprecating,
late-blooming, early environmental
hero. If you can help fill in the picture,
please let me know!

My main sense of Minard comes from
an alas incomplete 1981 oral-history
interview in UC Berkeley’s Bancroft
Library. She was in her mid-90s,
laughing at her forgetfulness.

About the same time that the three famous “housewives”
founded Save the Bay to stop Bay fill, this retired art teacher
had stepped forward to “save” Aquatic Park, but without their
relative wealth, contacts, or influential husbands.

Born in 1886 in a small town in Maine, daughter of a strug-
gling Baptist preacher who moved from church to church,

Florence Minard describes
her beloved father as cu-
rious about nature, lov-
ing, and gifted at making
friends very different from
himself—sometimes  in
taverns. While her sib-
lings got scholarships, she
was (by her description) a
poor student good only at
drawing. When it looked
as if she would not grad-
uate from high school, her
father again uprooted the
family to a still-smaller
church in Rhode Island,
where those friends got her
into the still-new Rhode
Island School of Design on
a scholarship. She stayed
on after graduation, in her
words teaching “quanti-

Untitled painting by Florence Minard,
The Cooley Gallery, Lyme, Connecticut
(www.cooleygallery.com/).

ties” of courses while being paid “almost nothing.”

(continued on page 8)
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(Minard — continued from page 7)

She managed to get into two progressive art schools that pi-
oneered allowing women to draw nude male models (famous
pupils include Amedeo Modigliani, Paul Gauguin, and Camille
Claudel). A thumbnail biography in a “who’s who” of contem-
porary women notes that she “favors women’s suffrage.”

In Rhode Island, she also met fellow teacher Mary Francis Pat-
terson, artist and social activist, daughter of another clergyman
but from Boston, with elegant and soft-spoken ways. (Minard
describes herself as “not elegant in any way. | never seemed to
scrape together enough money to be elegant.”) In 1914, pow-
erful UC Berkeley President Benjamin Ide Wheeler recruited
Patterson in his second try at the kind of rigorous home eco-
nomics curriculum he wanted for women students. (Minard:
“He rode horseback all over campus, and was considered very
much of a gentleman.”) This and other histories tell how the
genteel Patterson—"“Marypat”—sought to introduce such
scholarship to a wide variety of home-relevant subjects, from
anthropology to design. Two years later, Wheeler hired Agnes
Fay Morgan, from Montana with a Ph.D. in chemistry from
Columbia and an iron will, to bring science to whatever job
she did. Nutrition gave her a job. (The College of Chemistry
hired no women professors until 1978.)

Academic war followed. Two years later, the department split
into two divisions, and a year later two departments: roughly
arts under Patterson vs. sciences under Morgan. Patterson took
leave and asked Minard, then vacationing with an unnamed
friend in Mexico, to fill in for her. So Florence Minard came to
Berkeley and, like many from the East, stayed.

Morgan chaired her growing department for thirty-five years.
She retired in 1954 with widespread honors and her name on
a new building. Patterson retired from UC Berkeley in 1943,
but her department had been kicked around, ending as Deco-
rative Arts in the College of Environmental Design. She died
in 1957. You have to dig to find her name on the UC Berkeley
website.

Minard found a job teaching art at Mills, Oakland’s echo of
prestigious East Coast women’s colleges—*“clinging to our
little tiny pay and academic feudalisms,” in her words. In
strongly Republican and conservative Berkeley in 1926, she
registered to vote as a member of the Socialist Party. Mov-
ing in polite but Bohemian circles, she exhibited in local art
shows and helped sponsor modern dance in the 1920s. On the
eve of the Great Depression, she designed and built her own
tiny house on a scrap of lot literally on the edge of Tamalpais
Road, Berkeley’s wooded hillside mecca for somewhat uncon-
ventional academics and artists. About the same time, Mary
Patterson designed and had workmen build her own house
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nearby on Cedar Street. Both were part of a “Better Homes”
exposition in 1929. Neither ever married.

Minard illustrated children’s books and wrote one about San-
ta Claus. The 1938 Mills College yearbook described her as
“noted for her enthusiastic style in her art lectures and tol-
erance for the ‘drama block.”” The Berkeley Gazette reports
Florence Minard speaking about art at women’s clubs, then a
powerful civic force. During the Great Depression, she gave
to funds for the unemployed and children. She organized teas
for noncontroversial causes.

From The Garden of the Plynck by Kate Wilson Baker, Illustrated by
Florence Minard, Yale Universiy Press, 1920.

Back in 1919 at UC Berkeley, after male professors refused
to admit women to the original Faculty Club, Mary Patterson
had helped found the Women’s Faculty Club. She designed its
seal and much of its decor; a typed history of the club is ded-
icated to her. Minard, an active associate member, described
the men vs. women battle: “There were war hatchets being
flung through the air;” Dean of Women Lucy Ward Stebbins
politely asked the “Dear Gentlemen” to share their faculty
club, perhaps leading to enlargement; the “very rude and very
coarse and horrible” gentlemen responded to the effect of “We
ain’t no gentlemen! We don’t like women. Get out of here.”

Much later, when the Women’s Faculty Club hit financial
troubles in the early 1960s, Minard became a force in alerting
members and organizing to save it. She was over seventy and
retired. Change was stirring; the city council lost its conser-
vative, Republican-leaning majority in 1961. And now we
finally return to Aquatic Park.

The mile-long Aquatic Park lagoons, created in the Great
Depression, were the city’s first official turn toward water-
front recreation for its residents. From incorporation in the
1870s, downtown business and the university dominated,
with policies aimed at filling and/or dredging the shallow Bay
for channels and bulkheads backed by smokestack industries.

(continued on page 9)



Dreams of an international airport on fill were thrown from the
Roaring Twenties on.

Faced with the Great Depression’s mass unemployment
and drained reserves, the city council and local leaders did
a 180-degree left turn. They welcomed a federal grant to
dredge Aquatic Park’s lagoons and the “Yacht Harbor,” now
the Marina. Besides jobs, motives included fill to support
Eastshore Highway (today’s 1-80), a straight offshore feeder
road to the new Bay Bridge.

The road cut off a narrow finger of the Bay, so pipes were
needed to keep the lagoons from filling with Berkeley’s un-
treated sewage. The new lagoons were a huge hit when they
opened, shortly before World War Il. The park remained pop-
ular through the war years of food coupons and gas rationing,
but there were no workmen to clean the hastily planned pipes,
which didn’t flush enough water. Park restrooms and indus-
trial sewers brought pollution, and silt and algae began filling
the lagoons. Smelly fish kills started in the 1940s. War’s end
brought “undesirable” characters.

There is no record that Florence Minard was part of the 1949
mass rejection of the first suggestion to fill the lagoons for in-
dustry, as Emeryville had done. Hordes of schoolchildren and
civic club members quashed it at a single meeting. But the
idea, and park problems, rumbled on.

Florence Minard herself wrote the only account | have found
of her 1960s work for the park, Aquatic Park: A Brief Review
of Its Beginnings and Revival, published by the then-infant
Ecology Center in 1971. These notes, which end in 1969, char-
acteristically do not mention Minard herself, except that she
compiled them for new members of Friends of Aquatic Park.
She founded the group in 1962, making it one of Berkeley’s
earliest “Friends of” groups. (Friends of the Berkeley Public
Library is older.) These groups became part of a wave of cit-
izens organizations working to support physical places, to an
extent replacing the influence of fraternal orders and neighbor-
hood and women’s civic clubs.

Here is what happened next in Aquatic Park:

e UC Berkeley graduate student studies showed attendance
at the park was still high.

» Professionals praised the hardiness and beauty of the
original plantings (many are still there).

e The city council voted in 1963 and again in 1964 to keep
the park.

e The pipes had at last been cleaned about 1958, when a
new park sailing concessionaire insisted. Now they were
cleaned again.

e On the west side, the city replaced the water line, re-
opened the restrooms, and began patching the access road.

* Berkeley firefighters had already built their Helmet Club
near the sailing concession. Now seven surplus school bun-
galows were hauled in and placed on concrete pads. These
became the Rod and Gun Club, Audubon Nature Center,
and Kenneth Hayes Boat House and allowed expansion of
the sailing center—now nonprofits Waterside Workshops
and BORP (originally Bay Area Outreach and Recre-
ation Program and now Adaptive Sports and Recreation).

e College and high school rowers began using the lagoons.

e The Richmond Waterski Club was persuaded to move to
Agquatic Park and become the Berkeley Waterski Club.

On February 28, 1967, at the same meeting that approved
naming the Kenneth Hayes Boathouse, the city council unan-
imously approved naming “some feature in Aquatic Park for
Miss Minard.” It never happened.

Friends of Aquatic Park faded; | have found no record of
how. But many of its effects remain. Florence Minard died in
1985, age ninety-eight.

Aquatic Park today.

Thanks

Much credit for help finding information goes to Judy Ziajka, BHSM
co-president and editor of this newsletter, and storyteller and curator
Diana Lempel.

Sources

This article draws heavily on documents in UC Berkeley’s Bancroft
Library, especially the transcript of a 1981 interview conducted by
Suzanne Riess; a pamphlet by Minard, Aquatic Park: A Brief Review
of Its Beginnings and Revival, published by the Ecology Center;
other oral histories; and an unpublished history of the Women’s
Faculty Club. Other sources include the Berkeley Gazette and City
of Berkeley’s Records Online.

For More Information

Visit the Berkeley Historical Society & Museum’s current exhib-
it, On the Waterfront: The Other Side of Berkeley. Explore aquat-
icpark.org, a site always in progress, especially https://aquaticpark.
org/history-of-aquatic-park/, which includes this article’s main
source documents and a short picture history. If you know more
about Florence Minard or Friends of Aquatic Park, please share it
with info@berkhistory.org and f5creeks@gmail.com.
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Notes on Aquatic Park history and challenges by Florence Minard, generally credited with
saving the park, founder of first Friends of Aquatic Park. Undated, but ends in 1969. From
Bancroft Library. Thanks to Douglas F. Smith for retrieving this.












Scanned Copy from Bancroft Library of Oral History Interview with Florence Minard,
generally credited with saving Aquatic Park and founder of the first Friends of Aquatic
Park. Does not deal with Aquatic Park. Two pages blurred.




































































