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Introduction

This memoir was started by Dad after he was finally 
convinced that his life story would interest his family and 
friends. As a very private and modest man, he found it 
difficult to talk about himself. We started this process some 
years ago and still weren’t able to tell his story completely. 
There are aspects of his life that he didn’t even mention 
in this memoir but I think you will see the mettle of the 
man very early in the telling.

There were some parts and events of his life that were 
‘classified’ and although a long time had passed he would 
not divulge this information. We know he had overseas 
assignments that he could not speak of. Even his wife 
was not to know of his destinations. He was consulted on 
several occasions to interpret images obtained by satellite 
from east of the Iron Curtain. He spent time at CIA 
headquarters at Langley, Virginia debriefing ‘agents’ on 
their observations during various missions.  Involvement 
in SETI, the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence hasn’t 
rated a mention and there were missions of a purely 
military/intelligence nature that remain a mystery to us.

As a youngster he spent the summers of his junior and 
senior years acting in a local theatre group.
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Adult pastimes included restoring several vintage 
motorcycles and refinishing beautiful antique furniture. 
He had a love of music and taught himself to read music 
and play the ukulele and organ.

His wondrous sense of humour, quick wit and clever 
observations kept many amused.  Storytelling was also a 
joy to him. There are many children and adults who will 
remember his postcard adventures and tall tales.

He was an avid walker and rarely spent a day without 
venturing out, his hat pulled down over his brow. He still 
attended a gym most mornings and ‘cycled’.

The ‘early morning coffee group’ at Carriage Manor, his 
residence, met every morning and he never failed to join 
them.

He spent his last years caring for his wife Pat in her 
decline from dementia. He spent every day with her. He 
shopped for her favourite treats, bought her flowers and 
worked crossword puzzles with her every day.  Her short 
term memory was non-existent and friends suggested she 
wouldn’t ‘know’ if he didn’t arrive one day. His reply, ‘No 
she wouldn’t know, but I would know’. When she died, 
without warning in his arms, the light of his life faded 
away.  

His final 18 months were lonely, although he wasn’t 
alone.  His dear friends and family did their best to help 
Walt get through each day. He was a strong man and the 
only times I saw him cry were over Mum’s illness and the 
searing sense of loss he felt when she died.

He was a fine and honourable man. A pillar of strength 
and dependability is how his children and grandchildren 
thought of him.
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He tells his story here, and although Dad didn’t live long 
enough to see this project completed, I know he would 
appreciate the final product. He would be proud and just 
a little embarrassed by all the fuss. What an extraordinary 
man.

Kathleen Larkin du Plessis 2008

Kathleen Larkin du Plessis and Walt Larkin
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Chapter 1

My Ancestors - The Beginning

Paternal Side

My Grandmother, Pearl June Violet Marti, was born on 
5 June 1881 in Bellwood, Nebraska.  Her father was a 
Swiss immigrant who settled in Nebraska after arriving in 
America.  Her mother died at an early age, so she was raised 
by her father who looked after his young family himself.  In 
the late 1890’s he was diagnosed with tuberculosis and advised 
to go somewhere where the weather was milder and a bit more 
humid.  He decided that Texas would be satisfactory as their 
new home, and the family traveled as far as they could by train 
but finished the journey by covered wagon. They settled in the 
Galveston area on the Gulf of Mexico.

At that time, my grandmother’s brother joined the army in 
support of the Spanish American War.  He had a friend who 
served in the military with him named Frank Larkin.  Frank 
was brought home to dinner where he met Pearl. 

Dennis Frank Larkin, my grandfather, was born in Marion, 
Kansas in January 1875.  Much about his early life is 
unknown.  He was a bit of a rogue.  In his youth there were 
no automobiles, so bicycle racing was a form of gambling and 
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sport.  The story goes that he would go out to the villages 
located within bicycling range of home to play the fool at the 
bike races.  Naturally, the locals would see him as a bit of an 
oaf and bet against him in the upcoming contests.  He would 
then do very well by betting on himself in the big races and 
winning.  When it was big cash he outshone them all.

Frank and Pearl married in Galveston in 1899, and after 
his discharge from the Army my grandparents stayed in the 
Galveston area where he worked as a carpenter. Their first 
child, my father Walter Carl Larkin, was born in Laporte, 
Texas in February 1900. The young family survived the 
Galveston Flood of September 1900 but remained in the area 
helping to rebuild the city until my father’s sister, Laverne, 
was born in Beaumont, Texas in December 1901.   About 
two years later they left the city.  The Larkin family’s choice 
for a new beginning was California and they arrived in San 
Francisco in 1903 or 1904.  My grandfather resumed his trade 
as a carpenter, and the family’s first residence was on Harrison 
Street near the downtown area. Two more children, a boy 
(Charles born July 1904) and a girl (Helen born December 
1905) were added to the family.  

In April 1906, another natural disaster, the San Francisco 
earthquake, disrupted the family.  They abandoned their 
home before it was destroyed by a firebreak which had been 
set in an attempt to stop the advance of the post quake fire 
that swept central San Francisco.  My grandfather stayed 
in the city to help fight the fires. In the confusion, neither 
of my grandparents knew the other’s location or plans. My 
grandfather hoped that the family had escaped to Golden 
Gate Park, which had been turned into a refuge to shelter and 
feed survivors, but my grandmother with her four children 
walked about three miles to the vacant lot they owned on 
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Ripley Street in Bernal Heights. 

On the vacant lot, my grandmother set up a makeshift 
place to house and protect her family.  Canned food, with 
the contents labels burned off, were salvaged from destroyed 
stores and these provided their food, but the baby, Helen (aged 
4 months) needed milk.  My grandmother found a piece of 
cardboard and penned a message to her sister explaining that 
they had survived the quake although she didn’t know the 
whereabouts of her husband.  She added that the baby needed 
milk desperately, addressed the note to her sister in Texas and, 
stampless, dropped the plea into the nearest mailbox.  Before 
the note could have possibly reached her sister, a mailman 
arrived looking for Mrs. Larkin.  He carried a large carton of 
canned milk for the baby.  There was a card enclosed that read 
‘God bless you and your family. I hope this solves the problem 
of no milk for the baby’.  The note was unsigned.  Whether the 
milk came from miles away or a block away, my grandmother 
never did find out who the Good Samaritan was.  She never 
knew who to thank for the milk that saved baby Helen’s life.

The devastation of the earthquake provided some years of 
carpentry work for my grandfather. When that work slowed 
down he started a metal stamping and tool and die shop at 
268 First Street, San Francisco called the Larkin Specialty 
Manufacturing Company. 

Larkin Specialty Manufacturing 
Company
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One of their premier accomplishments was the construction of 
the safety nets that were used to prevent steelworkers building 
the Golden Gate Bridge from falling into San Francisco Bay.  
The safety nets ran on rollers and were positioned to save the 
lives of the workers who fell and most of these men survived 
without any injuries.  The nets failed once when a large crane 
toppled from the bridge into the net, ripping part of it away.  
Some workers fell at the time of this accident and perished.  
Others were able to hang on to parts of the net and were 
rescued.  The Bridge Authority was satisfied that the net had 
done its job as required and reordered all the necessary work 
done to re-establish the net for the remainder of the bridge’s 
construction.

Other things they made at the shop were coin banks, hard hats 
and suitcase parts. Parts were supplied to the war effort.  One big 
repeat order was to supply steel washers to automobile plants.  
Whenever there was a change in models Larkin-made washers 
were used to adapt the new models until the manufacturing 
plants caught up with the new design and made their own.  
The ultimate use of many of the parts the shop manufactured 
was never known; they were made to customers’ specifications.  
For big oil refineries, Larkin made rings of exotic metals used 
as catalysts in the production of kerosene, petroleum, diesel or 
other petroleum by-products.

Walter Carl

It was in the early part of the 20th Century when my father 
arrived in California as a young child.  His formal schooling 
stopped in 1912 when he was 12 years old. His early school 
termination was necessary because his father needed him to 
deliver parts produced by The Larkin Specialty Company.  His 
delivery vehicle was his little red wagon.  This he did until, in 
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1917, he was able to enlist in the U.S. Army.  He trained in 
various camps in California until the end of World War I in 
1918.

My father returned to work at the Larkin Company in 1918 
and stayed employed there until his retirement.  He met his 
first wife, Laurette Agnes Campbell, while she was employed 
as an assembly worker at the shop.

Maternal Side

My mother, Laurette, was born in San Francisco in 1901.  
She was a young child when her mother died so was raised 
by her father (William Campbell) who was also born in San 
Francisco, the year unknown.  He remarried and my mother, 
unable to adjust to her new stepmother and siblings, left home 
when she was about 14 years old.

Laurette married her first husband in 1917 and had a daughter 
(Helen Rose Hanley) and in 1920 a son (Milton James 
Hanley).  She was divorced shortly after the birth of Milton.  
After her divorce, she began working at the Larkin Company 
where she met and married my father. 

I was born at St Luke’s Hospital, San Francisco, on 30 December 
1923.  I remember very little of my early childhood days with 
my parents.  They were separated when I was about 5 years old.  
When my parents separated, my mother worked as a sales lady, 
mainly in candy stores (Margaret Burnham’s).  These were the 
days of the Depression and she was glad to have a job.  She 
worked 44 hours a week and for that she earned $16.00.  She 
didn’t make enough to look after me, and work at the same 
time, so I lived with her on and off for a total of probably only 
three years. 

I never did see my half brother and sister much in the early 
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days.  As children we lived apart and they both became wards 
of the state.  My brother lived in a home for boys, where 
they housed unwanted children or boys that had behavior 
problems.  He was a product of a family break-up and hard 
economic times.  He enlisted in the Army at the age of 17 
and stayed there 18 years.  He was married twice and had 
two sons and two daughters.  I don’t know where my sister 
Helen lived but my mother would get us all together once or 
twice a year.  Helen was married several times and had three 
daughters.  We always maintained good relations; one of the 
few good relationships out of a family inundated with plenty 
of social problems.
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Chapter  2

Early Days in San Francisco

My first home was on Ellsworth Street where I lived with 
both my parents until I was three or four years old.  My 
older half sister (Helen) and brother (Milton) rounded 
out our household.  We siblings enjoyed our time together 
although I sometimes think they took advantage of my thirst 
to participate in childhood games.  They thought it was great 
fun to put a table underneath the light fitting that hung from 
the kitchen ceiling.  They then would put a chair on top of the 
table and my contribution to the game was to put my finger 
into the light socket!  After the switch was turned off, they 
would congratulate me for not falling off the table.  I guess 
the wood table and chair provided enough insulation to save 
me from frying. 

Another memory from those early years was of running down 
the street to meet my father on his way home from work. 
Once, just as I got to him, I fell flat on my face and scraped 
all the skin off my face and nose; there was blood everywhere 
and general hysteria.  

I remember walking down the street with my folks to catch a 
streetcar, which was the transportation we used to go to work 
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and to my nursery school.  The Nursery School was located in 
the industrial area near their work.  It was on the second floor 
of an old wooden building.  I remember all of the windows 
were covered with fencing wire to keep the children from 
falling out.  My early terror was that in the event of a fire 
or some catastrophe I would not be able to escape from the 
building.  This early fear is still embedded and even today, 
when I check into a hotel or go to a movie house, I check for 
the emergency exits.
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Chapter 3

Sonoma

My parents divorced when I was about five years old and I went 
to live with my grandmother Larkin and her husband Mr Fry 
in the Valley of the Moon, Sonoma, California.  Despite the 
area being the center of many of Jack London’s stories from 
the beginning of the 20th Century, Sonoma was not nearly 
the glamorous wine country town that it is today. 

We lived on what was called The Chicken Ranch.  Since then 
I have heard of cattle ranches and sheep ranches but I have 
never again heard of a chicken ranch.  My grandmother and 
her husband (Mister or Major Fry), who was a dear old man, 
had about 5,000 chickens.  The two or three day old chicks 
were delivered in cardboard cartons about five inches high.  
The chicks were then taken from the carton and released into 
‘brooders’.  The brooder resembled a huge lampshade, and 
the lamps inside provided enough warmth to keep the chicks 
healthy.  My job was to remove the carcasses of the chicks that 
didn’t survive and to distribute feed to those that did.  It was 
some years later that I realized that a five year old delivering food 
in a little sand bucket did not make a substantial contribution 
to the chicken survival rate. 
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These chickens were looked after until they were classified 
as ‘fryers’, then it was off to market.  We had a number of 
chicken houses on the ranch and each held chickens delivered 
as a flock.  It was a cyclic plan with new flocks arriving and old 
flocks departing on a routine basis.  We had a lot of chicken to 
eat.  A daily task for Mr. Fry was to collect a bird for dinner, 
just as others might collect potatoes or carrots from their 
vegetable patch. 

There were no paved roads where we lived, so I did a lot of 
walking.  I don’t remember wearing shoes at home but I had 
to have proper shoes to get into the classroom at school.  My 
school shoes were provided by my cousin Dorothy.  They were 
made of black patent leather and were known as Mary Janes.  
Every little girl wore these style shoes complete with a little 
buckle across the top of the instep.  When taps were attached 
to these shoes they became tap shoes for early dancing recitals.  
I was very embarrassed that I had to wear these shoes to 
school.  I was sure that every kid in class, in fact every kid in 
school, was looking at me.  Sitting on top of my feet at my 
desk relieved my mortification but the added muscle strain 
did not make my long walks home any easier.

The road home from school passed over a small viaduct.  It was 
maybe ten feet long and the width of the road.  Crossing over 
it, I would often pause and watch the pollywogs swimming in 
the water.  One day I decided to catch some of these neophyte 
frogs to add to my animal collection.  I had no thought on how 
I would get them home.  I started the whole scheme by lying 
on my stomach and reaching down toward the water.  Before 
too long, I fell in head first.  Fortunately it was only 1½ feet 
deep.  Terrified and soaking wet, I climbed out and started 
walking home, with the water in my shoes sloshing loudly. 
I had never heard that sound before, nor felt that sensation.  
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I was convinced that there were pollywogs eating at my toes 
with every step.  I walked faster and faster and of course, the 
faster I walked, the louder the noise became.  I ran the rest 
of the way home, safely passed the gate and tore my shoes 
off.  What a relief, I still had ten toes.  I don’t think it was 
a very traumatic moment for my grandmother but it was a 
memorable one for me. 
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Chapter 4

Boarding Houses in San Francisco

After my stay in Sonoma, I returned to San Francisco.  I was 
only six or seven years old at the time and lived with my father 
in a boarding house.  Later, I lived by myself (no relatives) in 
boarding houses.  I don’t have unpleasant memories of staying 
in the boarding houses on my own.  I think I adjusted pretty 
well, staying with people I didn’t know.  One of them was 
just referred to as ‘the French lady’. She lived above Potrero 
Avenue, near Army Street, and I stayed there for some months. 
She spanked me a bit more than I thought I deserved.  That 
was about 1929 and my other memories about that particular 
residence are mediocre food and standing out on the front 
porch and watching a large airship fly over the city. I think it 
may have been the Graf Zeppelin. It was August 1929 and the 
zeppelin was on her maiden journey round the world.  I was 
awestruck.

The other ladies who ran the boarding houses I lived in were 
unmarried or widowed.  Most houses were old multi-storey 
homes; quite palatial when built, with bay windows, wood-
lined walls and internal steps front and back.  They all had 
one toilet on each floor, usually located as an extension on the 
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back of the building.  A large decorated cistern was located 
seven feet off the floor, directly over the commode.  A yank 
on a suspended chain provided the flushing water.  Crude by 
modern standards, the fixtures of brass and porcelain and a 
floor covered with fancy linoleum occupying a 6ft by 10ft 
room were impressive. 

1929, Graf Zeppelin on its  
inaugural flight over San Francisco

The houses had built-in levers that opened windows, unlocked 
French doors, or directed which room would get warm air 
from the coal-fired furnace.  Other levers communicated with 
the kitchen display board to tell the maid what room needed 
her services.  The use of most of these levers was understood 
by me and some that I manipulated when bored kept my rainy 
day afternoons bearable.  I don’t know what impact this had 
on other boarders but I was amused.  Palatial but seedy homes 
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were wonderful places for a boy to grow up.

Most of my accommodation consisted of a cot in a small room.  
In one house, I lived in a room located under the stairway.  
The bottom of the stairs was covered with wood so my ceiling 
ran from the floor to my door.  The foot of my bed was located 
at the low part of the stairs.  It was the perfect cubby house.  
I spent many cozy and happy nights there, comforted by the 
sound of footsteps. It meant I was not alone, people were 
nearby.  I was safe. 

 
             

Walter, 1932

I lived in the Mission District on a number of different streets: 
19th, Collingwood, 24th, Capp, Valencia, Ellsworth, Mission, 
Noe, Diamond, Bryant, Guerrero and Shotwell Streets.  In 
the same district, I lived on San Jose Avenue.  In other parts 
of San Francisco, I lived on Green, Divisidaro and Market 
Streets.  I think even today I could drive to every one of those 
places.  I remember the addresses of most of them.  I’m sure all 
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of the grand mansions have been replaced with multi-family 
units now. 

On 19th Street, we occupied a floor over the corner grocery 
store.  The store owner was named Jack.  These were the days 
when you owed your allegiance to ‘your’ store.  Loyalty was 
fierce.  One never went to other shops and I didn’t like the 
people who did.  Jack had everything we needed.  Hot dogs 
were five cents, ditto for a bottle of pop.  The store had a 
candy case with all sorts of penny candies.  For one cent you 
could elect to take a small chocolate covered wafer.  When you 
bit into it, if it was pink, you got a five cent candy bar for free.  
Of course there were not many pink wafers in a box.  The 
store was my introduction to games of chance.  I would drop 
a penny into a special game machine and try to maneuver the 
coin into the winner’s slot.  If I got the coin in the winner’s 
slot, I won a penny.  One time I won ten cents and proudly 
bought a loaf of bread and took it home to contribute to the 
food supply. 


