
driving their vehicles into the 
Oakland Estuary, both from the 
Alameda side. Dr. Zehra Attari died 
on Nov. 7, 2005, after driving her 
car into the estuary at the foot of 
Grand Street. Authorities say Attari 
may have taken a wrong turn after 
getting lost  on her way to a medical 
conference and accidentally drove 
down the boat ramp at the foot of 
Grand Street and  into the estuary.

Her body was not discovered 
until Dec. 20, 2005. Her car was 
upside down and buried so deeply 

that divers could not tell whether 
anyone was inside. Attari’s family 
later sued the city and settled for 
$2.5 million. 

On Dec. 19, 2015, Jeffery Hardt 
died after he reportedly drove 
his SUV through the Bridgeside 
Shopping Center parking lot at 
Blanding Avenue and Broadway, 
past Nob Hill Foods. He crashed 
through a metal railing before sink-
ing into the estuary waters.  

According to witnesses Hardt 
did not brake on his way into the 
estuary. 
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Inaugural Island-Wide Book 
Club Selection Announced
The Underground Railroad by 

Colson Whitehead has been cho-
sen as the City of Alameda’s ini-
tial selection for the launch of 
ReadAlameda, an annual Island-
wide book club. Alameda residents 
voted and choose The Underground 
Railroad to be the inaugural title. 
The book was published in 2016 
and received broad praise, win-
ning the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction 
and the National Book Award for 
Fiction. Whitehead’s book is also a 
New York Times Bestseller and an 
Oprah’s Book Club selection. 

To participate, read what 
everyone else is reading. Between 
now and the end of the year, pick 

up a copy of The Underground 
Railroad at the Alameda Free 
Library or Books Inc., download a 
digital copy or purchase the book 
online.

Readers can also select The 
Underground Railroad for any pre-
established book club. Alameda 
businesspeople can encourage 
their employees to read the book. 

Then, all readers are invited 
to attend the culmination event in 
January (date and location to be 
announced).

“Alameda comes together as 
a community in so many ways; 
we thought it would be fun if 
everyone was on the same page 
— literally! Pick up a copy of The 
Underground Railroad and read 
along with the Island,” stated City 
Manager Jill Keimach.
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The Story 
of Porter 
School
School on site 
of Alameda High 
burned in one of 
city’s worst fires

Dennis Evanosky
In 1879, Alameda students 

started attending a new elemen-
tary school on Alameda Avenue 
near Oak Street. The members of 
the board of trustees who oversaw 
education in the city chose to name 
the school to remember one of their 
late colleagues Nathan Porter, a 
former board member who went on 
to serve in the State Senate. Porter 
had passed away on Jan. 7, 1878. 

The stately school with all its 
Victorian-era gingerbread stood 
where today’s Alameda High School 
students shoot hoops in the gymna-
sium and play tennis on the nearby 
courts. It served Alameda until 
1916, when it met the wrecking ball 
and was replaced by a less-interest-
ing brick affair. 

This second incarnation of 
Porter School met a more devas-
tating fate than its predecessor. 
It burned in a spectacular fire on 
St. Patrick’s Day, 1973. The fire 
broke out on a Saturday night. The 
first alarm sounded at 9:35 p.m. 
Firefighters from Alameda, Oakland, 
Fremont, Hayward and the Naval Air 
Station responded. The fire’s inten-
sity led Fire Chief Ernest Servente 
to suspect an arsonist had been at 
work. Witnesses told Servente that 
they noticed smoke and an almost 
instantaneous ball of flame engulf 
the entire second floor. 

Not long before the fire the state 
of California told the school district 
that the brick school did not meet 
tough new earthquake standards. 
The school board already had plans 
in place to take the school down 
and replace it. 

Fire engulfed not only the school, 
but the home of Mrs. Emily Coke, a 
65-year-old who lived next door. 
There were no deaths associated 
with the Porter School fire, which 
came just 38 days after a Navy jet 
crashed into the Tahoe Apartments 
on Central Avenue. That disaster 
cost 11 lives. 

Contact Dennis Evanosky at  
editor@alamedasun.com.

File photos

Alameda’s Porter School as it originally appeared in 1879. The school board 
named it for Nathan Porter, one of their members. 

Porter School as it appeared after being rebuilt in 1916.

Alameda firefighters were dispatched to Porter School to fight a suspected arson fire 
on St. Patrick’s Day in 1973. They arrived on the scene to find the building totally 
engulfed in flames and were unable to save the structure. Nothing remains of the 
school today. Alameda High School’s gymnasium and tennis courts stand on the site. 
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that are compliant with U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE). 
The program has been controversial 
because of President Donald Trump’s 
insistence that public agencies that 
don’t notify ICE of undocumented 
immigrants will not receive funding. 
The county sheriff’s office is the only 
agency in the Bay Area to receive this 
grant. While many Bay Area cities 
declared themselves sanctuary cities 
that would not report people’s immi-
gration status to the U.S. government, 
Ahern responds to federal immigration 
officials when asked whether a specific 
inmate is in his custody.

Lastly organizers voiced their dis-
approval of Ahern on the poor condi-
tions of Bay Area detention centers. 
In October, inmates at Glenn Dyer 
Detention Facility engaged in a week-
long hunger strike to protest abusive 
conditions, including excessive use 
of administrative segregation.

The demonstration was part of 
an Ella Baker Center and Justice 
Reinvestment Coalition of Alameda 
County campaign. Ahern was elect-
ed the 22nd Sheriff of Alameda 
County on Jan. 8, 2007.

Sheriff: 
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