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In 1941 much of the land in 
Orange County still had farms 

and orange groves with oil wells 
in the northern and coastal areas. 
The 13 incorporated cities had 
most of the County’s 130,000 
folks. If you weren’t one of 
them, it may be hard to imagine 
that once about a fifth of Costa 
Mesa’s land was a critical training 
center for our nation’s air battles 
during World War II.

On October 23, 1941, ground 
was broken in the bean fields 
of central Costa Mesa to build 
the Santa Ana Army Air Base 
(SAAAB). At the time the U.S. 
had not been attacked at Pearl 

Harbor, but war was raging in 
Europe. The U.S. Army Air Corps 
opened the base on February 
23, 1942, dedicated it in March, 
and its brief life began. The base 
was busy as the demand for 
pilots and air crews escalated 
with the pace of the War. Training 
was so rapid that at the end of 
1942, 23,470 soldiers had gone 
through. By the end of 1943 it 
soared to 57,895.

The base, officially the Head-
quarters for the West Coast Air 
Corps Training Centers, provided 
basic, primary and advanced 
(preflight) training. It was also the 

November OCHS Program

Marine Corps Air Sta-
tion Flying In

The next General Meeting of the 
Orange County Historical Society 
will be held Thursday, November 
11, at 7:30 p.m. We will be back 
at our usual location which is the 
Trinity Episcopal Church, 2400 N. 
Canal Street in Orange behind the 
Orange Mall. A presentation by a 
trio of historians from California 
State University, Fullerton is the 
scheduled program entitled “Reflec-
tions from the El Toro Marine Corps 
Air Station Oral History Project.”

Leading the presenters is Dr. Nata-
lie Fousekis, Director of the Center 
for Oral and Public History, and an 
Associate Professor of History. She 
has 15 years experience in oral 
history, including teaching oral 
history methodology to under-
graduate and graduate stu-
dents, and directing oral history 
projects. She will soon be an 
author of a book from the Uni-
versity of Illinois Press entitled: 
Demanding Child Care: Wom-
en’s Activism and the Politics of 
Welfare, 1940-1971.

Also working on the El Toro 
Marine Corps Air Station 
(MCAS) oral history project are 
Janet Tanner and Kira A. Gen-
try. Janet is a graduate history 
student at CSUF and the proj-
ect coordinator for the MCAS 
                          Continued on pg 2

                  Santa Ana Army Air Base Cadets  1944 
                                                    from www.militarymuseum.org/SAAAB                                                      
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project. Kira is the manager for the 
MCAS project and a CSUF gradu-
ate twice including a master degree 
in history. Both have worked on the 
project since it began in 2007.

This should be an interesting look 
at the now-closed air base for 
those who like WWII, flying, or El 
Toro history. The meeting begins at 
7:30 p.m. and will be held at Trinity 
Episcopal Church, 2400 N. Canal 
Street in Orange. Their presen-
tation will follow a short OCHS 
meeting, so we hope that you will 
be able to land at our location and 
enjoy it.

Air Station cont. from pg 1 Extra! Extra! Extra!

Orange Countiana ‘VI’  Now Ready for Pick-up

 Orange Countiana time is here! Issue number VI (it was discontinued 
years ago) should be available by our November General meeting. All 
paid-up members attending either the November or December meet-
ings can receive their copy in person. All other members will receive 
their copies by mail. Additional copies will also be available for pur-
chase at the meetings for $20.
 
The 2010 80-page edition includes six articles by knowledgeable au-
thors. The following writers covered a wide breadth of Orange County 
history, from early settlers to the dramatic days of the 1930s and ‘40s, 
and from La Habra to San Clemente:
 

•	98-year-old Lecil Slaback shares some of his memories 
of “Eighty-Five Years in the Old Courthouse.” 
•	Paul F. Clark traces the biography of his great-grandfa-
ther, Albert Barnes Clark, the first president of the Santa 
Ana Valley Irrigation Company. 
•	Phil Brigandi describes the 20 years of failures that lie 
behind “The Birth of Orange County.” 
•	Esther Cramer (a contributor to the first issue of Or-
ange Countiana in 1973) adds the story of “Orange 
County’s Meandering Boundary – Coyote Creek.”
•	Stan Oftelie explores “The Long Arms of the Octopus – 
Southern Pacific Politics in Early Orange County.” 
•	Historian Doris Walker looks at the impact of Prohibi-
tion along the South County Coast in the 1920s and ‘30s.                
 
“Orange Countiana VI would not have been possible 
without the support of many people,” says editor Phil 
Brigandi. “Thanks to all the contributors, our editorial ad-
visors – Jim Sleeper, Esther Cramer, Don Dobmeier, and 
Chris Jepsen – our volunteer proofreader, Janet McEach-

ern; and the Board of Directors of the Orange County 
Historical Society for voting to undertake this project.” 

This is a giant step for the Orange County Historical 
Society. Hopefully, one that puts the Society on the road 
toward publishing a new issue of Orange Countiana every 
fall. 

Checks for additional copies ($20) will be accepted at our November 
and December meetings at the Trinity Episcopal Church in Orange. 
Look for a special table for the book distributions. Those that do not 
attend either meeting will receive their copy in the mail sometime in 
January. “Then it’ will be time to start thinking about Volume VII for 
2011,” said Brigandi.

El Toro Marine Corps Air Station
F 4J Phantom jet on the runway    1972

                       From Tom Pulley postcard collection
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me well.”

An oddity in all of this was that the air base was 
without planes, runways or even hangars. It was a 
basic training camp for new Army Air Force (AAF) 
inductees. They trained for nine weeks and were 
then tested to determine if they were to be pilots, 
bombardiers, navigators, or mechanics. After being 
classified, they were sent to other bases for their 
specific expertise.

The Base wore many hats. In the fall of 1942 it was 
an Overseas Replacement Depot housing Army Air 
Force personnel temporarily. In November 1943, 
some of the Women’s Air Service Pilots (WASP) 
began training at the base, followed soon by the 
Women’s Army Corps (WAC). In 1945 the Base 
became one of six Redistribution Centers for airmen 
returning for reassignment. Many AAF personnel 
were also discharged from the service at their old 
home base. In July of 1945, 563 German prisoners-
of-war from the Garden Grove POW Camp (housed 
there to help farmers pick citrus) were assigned to 
the SAAAB for work duty. In addition that year, Japa-
nese aliens from internment camps were housed 
on the Base awaiting deportation to Japan by the 
Immigrations and Naturalization Service.

The size of the base allowed so much work 
to be accomplished for so many people. The 
SAAAB was 1,337 acres. The main entrance 
was at Newport Blvd. The boundaries were: 
Baker Street on the north, Newport on the east, 
Wilson Street on the south, and Harbor Blvd. 

on the west. There were some 800 buildings including 
28 convalescent hospital wards, 18 school buildings, 
155,000 sf of administration buildings, 1,357,120 sf of 
barracks, 4 Chapels, 4 theaters, and 17 warehouses. 
The water system could supply 40,000 people. The 
electric lines were 31 miles long and the sewer lines 
used 28 miles of pipes. The base was built for 26,000 
soldiers at once, not counting civilian staff.

As the war progressed, the numbers of required pilot 
trainees declined, so in October 1944 the Army Air 
Force decided not to send more aircrew trainees to 
Santa Ana. New trainees were sent to the AAF Pre-
flight School in San Antonio, Texas. But the preflight 
school on the Base remained open until January 
1945, to provide training for Chinese soldiers. 
It was not all work and no play, however. Cadets could 
go into Los Angeles on weekends to visit the Hol-
lywood hotspots like the Brown Derby. Some Squad-
rons even had Graduation parties at the Beverly 
Wilshire Hotel, with “girls from Columbia Pictures Stu-
dio.” Famous people came to SAAB during the War. 

Joe DiMaggio was a physical education instructor. 
And Gene Autry, Tom Harmon, and  George Gobel 
were there as cadets. Mr. French said he heard the 

most beautiful a cappella rendition of “The 
Star Spangled Banner,” and later learned it 
was sung by Tennessee Ernie Ford.

On February 17th, 1943, DiMaggio traded 
his $43‚000 Yankee salary to enlist in the 
Army for $50 a month. According to a 

West Coast cadet classification 
center for aviation depending 
on how the trainees did in the 
courses. These men served in all 
theaters of World War II.

“This was a rough base,” said 
Norman French of Costa Mesa 
in a 1992 LA Times article. He 
was a former B-17 bomber pilot 
who first trained for the Euro-
pean Theatre at SAAAB. “Ev-
erybody had to double-time and 
everything was by the numbers. 
But the caliber of instruction we 
got was excellent and it served 

SAAAB continured from page 1

                        Graduation party in Beverly Hills
                                                                               from Glen E. Seeber collection
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Reno Evening Gazette article in May 1943: “Private 
DiMaggio’s spring training was a bit different than 
1942 as his baseball time is devoted to playing at 
Santa Ana Army Air Base where he is stationed. The 
Yankee Clipper hasn’t lost his batting eye and has 
six hits in 18 official at bats.” He was assigned to 
Special Services with the Army Air Force and report-
ed for duty on February 24, 1943 at the Santa Ana 
Army Air Base. In addition to games on the Base, 
DiMaggio played for the Armed Forces all-stars, 
managed by Babe Ruth, against the Boston Braves 
on July 12, 1943. Sergeant DiMaggio was trans-
ferred to Hawaii in June 1944.

When World War II broke out, Gene Autry decided 
he would join the armed forces and do his part. On 
July 26, 1942, during a live broadcast of his radio 
show Melody Ranch, and at the Pentagon’s request, 
he was inducted into the Army Air Force as a Techni-
cal Sergeant.

Autry already had a private pilot’s license, but got in 
line to earn his wings. He too went to the Santa Ana 
Base and after basic training, served at Luke Field 
and Phoenix Airport before being admitted for flight 
training at Love Field in Dallas. Flight Officer Autry 
served from 1942 to October 1945.

Jack Benny, famous star of stage, screen, and radio, 
was one of the first of the Hollywood crowd to drive 
in his ( Maxwell?) car down to the SAAAF Base. He 
came to entertain the troops and visit with them. 
 

The Santa Ana Army Air Forces Base is also noted in 
literature. In the WWII novel, “Catch-22,” by Joseph 
Heller, it is named as one of the two settings in the 
storyline and the only one that was real. 
On November 1, 1945, the classes were merged with 
Central Flying Training Command at Randolph Field in 
Texas and the SAAAF Base was classified “inactive.” 
The Base was deactivated on March 31, 1946. 
The young cadets that went through the Base are now 
old like most World War II vets (averaging age 85), but 
they have special memories of a crucial place that now 
sits in the shadows. 

In 1958 the Base was declared surplus land and soon 
transformed. The large Base site now contains the 
OC Fairgrounds, Pacific Amphitheatre, Costa Mesa 
High School, Vanguard University, and Orange Coast 
College, as well as several residential tracts and retail 
centers. Some of the original wood buildings are still 
there serving new owners, particularly the fairgrounds.
After the War, the Base played an even larger role in 
Orange County. In the 1950s many SAAAB cadets 
returned to this area to take jobs and/or move here to 
raise families and enjoy the wonderful climate. Thus, 
the World War II Base was a major factor in the growth 
of Orange County.

         Sources:

             LA Times article by Patrick Mott, April 26, 1992. 

OC Register article by Ellyn Pak, April 29, 2010.

Costa Mesa Historical Society, Santa Ana Army Air 
Base Story, 2010 Costa Mesa Historical Society

The SAAAB Story by Edrick J. Miller, 1981. The 
Costa Mesa Historical Society.

Glen Eldon Seeber who lost his life September 10, 
1944; a collage of WWII experiences by his friends 
and son 

History of Santa Ana Army Air Base (SAAAB) By 
Justin M. Ruhge, Goleta Valley Historical Society

The California State Military Museum, Historic Cali-
fornia Posts: Santa Ana Army Air Base

Santa Ana Army Air Base synopsis From Wikipedia.
comJack Benny made an appearance at SAAAB

                                 Courtesy of the Costa Mesa Historical Society
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OCHS  CALENDAR

•   Board Meeting
     Nov. 4, 2010 at Trinity

Nov. 11 General MEETING
 

at Trinity Episcopal Church

“Reflections from the El Toro 
Marine Corps Air Station Oral 
History Project.”
A panel from CSUF lead by
Dr. Natalie Fousekis, Director of 
the Center for Oral and Public 
History,

Dec. Program

Orange Countiana VI
Authors

                           2010 - 2011 BOARD OF DIRECTORS
President 

Greg Rankin                       949/643-0602  

Price
Bawdy Balboa by Judge Robert Gardner $ 25.00

Cañada de la Brea by Virginia Carpenter- $ 10.00
Centennial Bibliography of Orange Coun-
ty	

$ 70.00 	

House of Bernardo Yorba by Don Meadow $   4.00

José Antonio Yorba by Arnold Domin-
guez	

$   4.00
 

                         

The Portolá Expedition 1789 $  3.00

 Orange Countiana II $ 10.00

Orange Countiana III	                                   $ 10.00

Orange Countiana  IV Architecture: soft cover                                                                     
Hard cover

$ 32.00
$ 40.00

Orange Countiana  V Early Business: soft cover
Hard cover

sold out
$ 22.00

Orange County Through Four Centuries 
by Dr. Leo J. Friis

$ 16.00

Fruit Box: An Illustrated Guide to Citrus Labels
by Gordon McClelland and Jay Last	

$ 35.00  

  PHONE ______________________

  NAME _______________________________

  ADDRESS____________________________

  CITY,STATE,ZIP _______________________
    
 MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO OCHS  MAIL TO:
     JOHN SORENSON             1-949-559-5668

14932 GAINFORD CIRCLE, IRVINE, CA                    
92604

Postcard History Series 4th Printing 
                        Orange County	                 $21.50

All prices include sales tax
      Merchandise  TOTAL              $
Postage and Handling ($4.00 first item, $1 
each additional item.
Bibliography of OC and Orange 
Blossoms are $5.00 each, $1 additional.                          
TOTAL DUE	

     Books For Sale 

Orange Countiana I 1931 and 1973 sold out



   

                     Orange County Historical Society                                                                                                                    NON PROFIT
                      P O Box 10984                                                                                                                                                  ORGANIZATION
                     Santa Ana  CA 92711                                                                                                                                     US Postage PAID
                                                                                                                                                                                                      Permit NO 818
                                                                                                                                                                                                          Fullerton CA
                                                                                                          
                                                                                                                                                                                                    

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

  MAIL TO  :  OCHS c/o JUDY MOORE
1900 W. GLENOAKS, Apt. C, ANAHEIM, 92801

THANK YOU FOR YOUR RENEWALS

   
CIRCLE ONE  

NEW MEMBER       RENEWAL
One Year Membership

   STUDENT* (WITH ID)	 $   10.00
   INDIVIDUAL	            $   20.00
   FAMILY (same address)	 $   35.00
   SPONSOR	                      $   60.00
   PATRON	                       $ 100.00
   LIFE	                                 $ 300.00
   INSTITUTION*	            $   40.00
   CORPORATE*	            $ 200.00
 
          *NON-VOTING MEMBER

O C H S  M E M B E R S H I P  F O R M   Nov. 2010

NAME/S _______________________________________________

______________________________________________________

ADDRESS______________________________________________

______________________________________________________

CITY __________________________________________________

STATE, ZIP _____________________________________________

TELEPHONE________________E MAIL ________________  ____

                        Send meeting and special event notices to my e mail.   

AMT ENCLOSED  $_____________

Please make check payable to OCHS


