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ARAZETTE 

Summer 2010 

A HISTORY, LOVE STORY AND  
SUMMING UP 

 
By Doris Conaty 

 
ARA First Step Home, founded in 1955, was 

the first house of its kind in the Bay Area.  The 
concept of its founding fathers was to provide 
a safe place for men and women who wanted 
to stay sober, knowing that if they returned to 

their old environment, chances of doing so 

THE 

55TH  
Anniversary  

Issue 
SAVE THIS DATE !!! 

ARA—ALCOHOLICS REHABILITATION ASSOCIATION, INC—FIRST STEP HOME—1035 HAIGHT ST.,  SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94117—(415)863-3661 

September 11, 2010—5:30—9:00pm 
Unitarian Church  

1187 Franklin St., San Francisco 

§ 

Dinner. Silent Auction & Raffle 

$55.00 
§ 

Alcoholics Rehabilitation Association of 
San Francisco, Inc., is celebrating its his-
toric 55th year of operation by having a buf-
fet sit-down dinner on September 11th at the 
Urban Life Center, 1101 O’Farrell Street, 
San Francisco. 

The suggested donation is $55 per person.  
 

Reminder: 
 Free appraisal for all donated items. 

Call Denise 
Highiet & Appraisers 

were very limited.  The place became an 
instant success.  Criteria for residents 
was attendance at AA, to maintain sobri-
ety and employment.  The ultimate goal: 
responsible citizenship. 
 
I was accepted for residency in 1963 and 
thought I might stay two weeks.  How-
ever, it was six months before I left.  It 
was here that I broke my habit of daily 
drinking, was introduced to AA, started 
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working and began my journey to sobriety.  
ARA was the only place at that time that 
took women and I was very lucky to be ac-
cepted. 
 
The manager at that time, John Sheehan, 
was a gruff individual from Chicago, who 
understood alcoholics.  He ran a taut ship as 
far as the rules went but with an insighted 
[sic] concern for the needs of each resident. 
 
Funds were very scarce and on numerous 
occasions John would ask those who were 
working if an additional week's rent could 
be paid to meet the bills.  He was paid a 
very low salary as were other employees but 
no one complained. 
 
John was manager for over eight years as 
were the assistant manager, Terry Mahoney 
and the cook, Chuck Bearse.  Residents who 
performed duties around the house were 
given gratuities.  Sometimes, during hard 
times, ARA would send the PG&E check to 
Pacific Bell and vice versa to gain a little 
time. 
 

Once, a man seeing this old house became 
curious about it and left $50, which at that 
time bought the dinner that evening. 
 
On another occasion the Board of Directors 
made a decision to close the house because 
of its poor financial status.  Three Directors 
loaned $1,000 each to keep it going. 
 
Around 1965 many referrals were being 
made from Mendocino State Hospital from 
the alcoholic residents in dire need of such a 
place.  After a wrenching discussion on the 
pros and cons, it was decided to allow those 
who were indigent to accept only two weeks 
welfare to let them get settled and find a job. 
This, however, was one way to ease the finan-
cial problems of the house. 

In 1968 I was honored to be elected to ARA’s 
Board of Directors.  Six years later, I was 
named Manager of 1st Step Home. 
 
In 1970 the state hospitals were closed to al-
coholics, as well as for mentally ill patients.  
This created a need for detoxification places.  
By 1974, three detoxification units were 
opened and detoxification was no longer al-
lowed in recovery homes. 
 
At this time, the State decided to fund re-
covery homes to meet the need of those 
who required long term help. ARA made a 
conscious decision not to accept funding 
and continue as a private non-profit organi-
zation. 
 
Changes in methodology were brought 
about, however.  We now were required to 
be licensed by the State of California and 
qualifications were set down which re-
quired heavy expenditures. 
 
The State provided the funds for this ex-
pense enabling the 1st Step Home to be 
brought up to code.  Until this time there 
were just three staff members and just one 
piece of paper for admitting residents. 
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     When Ed was about 22 years old, he found 
that a few beers with the boys on pay day 
turned out to be two or three-day binges for 
him. 
     “I knew then that alcohol was a problem 
for me,” he recalled today. 
     But hi didn’t know how much of a problem 
it was to become. 
     Today, Ed is a neatly-dressed, handsome 
San Francisco business man of 34—the type 
you see every day on the city’s buses—
respectable, respected. 
     But, as recently as last May, he was on 
Skid Row, venturing out of cheap flop-houses 
only to bum what was necessary to buy an-
other bottle of wine. 
     “Once I counted 21 empty wine bottles on 
the bureau,” he related.  “I don’t know how 
many were on the floor. 
     Ed, with the help of the Alcoholic Reha-
bilitation Association, put the cork on the bot-
tle in June.  It had taken him 12 long years to 
find sobriety. 
     Independent of Alcoholics Anonymous, 
ARA differs from AA in that it takes friend-
less alcoholics into a home. 
     But AA co-operates with ARA, holds fre-
quent meetings in the ARA First Step Home, 
3804 Seventeenth Street, and refers people 
such as Ed, to the new-type rehabilitation pro-
gram. 
     The Alcoholic Rehabilitation Association 
is a unique San Francisco corporation founded 
in 1955 by 11 members of Alcoholics Anony-
mous. Since its founding, approximately 100 
people have been helped by the new group 
which its members proudly claim is the only 
one of  its kind in the United States. 

HOME OPENS 
     ARA members first met anywhere they 
could.  Then last March, First Step Home 
opened in a converted restaurant. 
     About 16 men and women now live at the 
home, with the average stay being about four 
months.  After that, they either return to their 
families or go on to Alhaven Residence Club, 
the second step in the ARA program. 
     ARA takes in everyone it can who sincerely 
wants to re-enter society.  They are net with 
the friendly words: 
     “Relax, you’re home! Forget the past!” 
     Ed had quite a past to forget.  But so do all 
who enter First Step Home. 
 

“TOO YOUNG” 
     “When I went to a Seattle sanitarium in 
1944 I was told I was too young to have an 
alcoholic problem,” Ed said., “but I did have a 
problem.” 
     Ed went back to his work in experimental 
engineering without any help from the sanitar-
ium.  But he was not at work for long.  His lost 
week-ends lost him his job, and caused bitter 
scenes with his family.  His bankroll dwindled. 
     “Then I went into the Navy,” Ed continued 
slowly, “and drank heavily the whole time.” 

 
OFTEN IN THE BRIG 

     The young sailor often wound up in the 
brig, had several courts martial, including a 
general court martial which resulted in a sen-
tence of two years hard labor. 
      “I did six months and six days, “ he re-
called, “then I was restored to active duty and 
got a good discharge.” 
     V-J Day turned into A-day for Ed - A for 

THE STORY OF ARA—FIRST TOLD BY THE .S.F. CALL-BULLETIN IN 1955 
The year was 1955, Eisenhower was the president.  “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley and the Comets was 
the at the top of the charts.  The submarine NAUTILUS went to sea under atomic power.  Churchill resigned as 
prime minister.  Elvis was singing “Hearbreak Hotel.”  The Salk polio vaccine had been approved.  Per capita 
income in California was $45.00 per week.  In such a year was ARA born, making headlines of its own.  Repro-
duced here in its entirety is a three-part story published 55 years ago by The S.F. Call-Bulletin, with these eye-
catching headlines:  NOVEL HOME HELPS HOMELESS COME BACK...SKID ROW TO SOBRETY...     
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alcoholic. When he got so bad he couldn’t 
climb out of his hotel bed, someone referred 
Ed to Alcoholics Anonymous. 
 

SOBER –A WHILE 
     “I was sober 18 months, “ he said.  “I did 
well financially and restored my relationship 
with my family.  But then I had some martial 
trouble and slipped off the wagon again.” 
     The slip lasted six years. “During those 
years, I was drunk two-thirds of the time.  My 
longest job was about six months, and I 
worked in half the states in the union, usually 
living on Skid Rows.  I must have been in jail 
more than a hundred times.” 
     In Los Angeles last spring, Ed and another 
skid rogue had a windfall of $5 from a tipsy 
man out on the town for an evening. 
     It was the luckiest windfall of his life.     
“We were flush, bought six or eight jugs, and 
jumped a freight for San Francisco, timing 
ourselves to arrive at the Embarcadero just 
when the wine shops opened.” 
     They made it. 
     Weeks later, the landlord of Ed’s Third and 
Howard street hotel finally told him to sober 
up.   
    ”I couldn’t get my buddy out of bed.  He 
was too sick.  So I wandered out alone, not 
knowing where I was going or what to do.  I 
finally went to AA, and since I was homeless 
they sent me to ARA. 
     Ed, like so may others, took his first step to 
sobriety in June, when he entered First Step 
Home.  Now, coffee is his strongest drink—
but…“when I arrived at the home, I had given 
up, utterly and completely, for the first time,” 
he admitted. 
 
HOPELESS ALCOHOLIC ENTERS ARA 

HOME 
      Ed stepped over the threshold of First Step 
Home at 3804 Seventeenth Street in June, a 
beaten man...a confirmed alcoholic at the age 
of 34. 

     “I had completely given up.  Nothing mat-
tered to me but sobriety, and I was willing to 
go along with any program to achieve that,” he 
said. 
     During the past 12 years off the wagon, 
Ed’s longest period of sobriety had been 18 
months. 
     He wondered if the Alcoholic Rehabilita-
tion Association, the new San Francisco or-
ganization that runs First Step Home, could 
help him. 
     It seemed unlikely.  On the day he entered, 
he was ending his latest binge—one that had 
lasted six years. 
     For the first three days at First Step Home, 
Ed was afraid to lie down to sleep. 
 

HAD THE DT’S  
     “Every time I dozed off, I went into the 
DT’s I saw things both in and out of this 
world.  I’d wake up screaming and had to 
leave the light on.” 
    When he entered the home, the first thing 
Ed saw was a poster, declaring: 
     “We admitted we are powerless over alco-
hol, that our lives had become unmanageable.” 
     He was greeted by about 16 men and 
women who had already subscribed to that 
credo. 
     “They were all so good to me,” he recalled. 
     A distinguished-looking gentleman, finger-
ing a cigarette holder, stepped forward.  He 
introduced himself as the home’s executive 
secretary, Anthony F. Ormsby, “Frank to you.” 
     Frank told Ed about himself, how he was a  
“graduate of N.S.H.—Napa State Hospital,” 
where he had committed himself to “dry out” 
for good. 
     After Ormsby left Napa, with a plan 
mapped out for individual rehabilitation, he 
met the founders of ARA and soon found him-
self “drafted” into helping the beginning or-
ganization get on its feet. 
     “They kept me here,” he laughed. 
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DRYING OUT 
     All the men and women living in the 
rooms of First Step Home were in the process 
of “drying out,” Ed learned.  
     “Relax.  This is your home,” Ormsby said, 
“The past is over now.”  Ormsby had been 
instrumental in drawing up the by-laws for 
San Francisco’s only rehabilitation home for 
alcoholics.  He told Ed the rules. 
     No going out at night, no drinking or use 
of narcotics except under a doctor’s orders, 
act in the home as you would in your own 
home for, “we’re your family.” 
     For two weeks Ed was allowed just to sit 
down and “take it easy.”  He saw others go-
ing out to do little part-time jobs Ormsby had 
arranged, paying the $2 daily fee required of 
residents as soon as they felt they could 
work. 
     Soon Ed wanted to help too. 
     Outfitted in a suit of donated clothes, Ed 
broached the subject of work to the home’s 
resident director. 
     Finding out through a frank and complete 
interview that Ed had become proficient at 
the stove during his years of “bumming,” 
ARA made him the cook of First Step Home. 
 

NO MEDICATION 
     “They kept asking me if I needed medical 
or psychiatric help, since they had the co-
operation of places like Otis Street Clinic and 
Mary’s Help Hospital,” Ed said. “I told my-
self, ‘You got yourself this way, now suffer,’ 
and wouldn’t ask for medication.” 
     He finally improved to the point where he 
took an active interest in the other alcoholics 
who would hesitantly knock at the door to 
ask for help. 
     “Most of them stayed,” he said, “but a few 
weren’t ready yet.” 
     Ed watched Ormsby leave the home often.  
Later he found the secretary was taking trips to 
see employers, giving speeches to local groups  

about ARA, finding jobs for the residents. 
     Like others in the home, Ed sometimes ac-
companied Ormsby.  He met the advisory 
council and trustees of ARA, men like Judge 
Orla St. Clair; Louis Bloch, Ph.D.; Doctors 
Robert E. Gray; and Rollin Wheeler. 
     Ed saw men and women, with stories like 
his own, coming into the home, referred by 
Napa State Hospital, Otis Street Clinic, minis-
ters, priests, doctors and countless other agen-
cies. 
 

NOT ENOUGH ROOM 
     “Many have to be turned away, because we 
haven’t enough room here,” Ormsby said.  
“First Step Home will never be self-supporting 
by its very setup,” he continued.  “We’re try-
ing to get grants, and hope to become a Com-
munity Chest agency.” 
     Four months after he came to the home—
about par for those who enter ARA—Ed was 
ready, mentally and physically, to take his 
place in the regular working world. 
     Ormsby told him he could, if he desired, 
return to his family or go on to ARA’s second 
step, Alhaven Residence Club.  It is the first of 
what the group hopes will become many resi-
dence clubs devoted to keeping the essential 
home atmosphere ARA believes is so impor-
tant in keeping the alcoholic sober. 
     Ed, now working steady, made the hard de-
cision that a return to his family might mean a 
return to the bottle.  “It’s difficult for a non-
alcoholic to understand an alcoholic mate,” he 
said simply. 
     Ed moved to Alhaven. 
 
Last of series—it’s always coffee break. 

ALCOHOLIC ‘GRADUATES’ TO  
ALHAVEN 

     Alhaven Residence Club is a beautifully-
furnished three-story frame building at 715 
Ashbury street—comparable to any group 
living facility in San Francisco. 



 

Page 6 

     The only difference is that Alhaven’s 10 
residents are all reformed alcoholics.  One of 
them is Ed, the 34-year-old businessman who 
lived on Skid Row half a year ago. 
     You couldn’t tell that, though, by talking to 
Ed today. Like the others at Alhaven, Ed is a 
working member of the community, 100 per 
cent sober. 
     “I guess it’s the aim of every one entering  
First Step Home to move up here, like I did,”  
Ed said. 
     First Step Home at 3804 Seventeenth Street 
is the initial facility in San Francisco's unique 
Alcoholic Rehabilitation Association program 
of helping people fight drink.  The residence 
club is the second and newest step. 
 

THEY PAY RENT 
     Leased by the ARA in October, through an 
anonymous grant, Alhaven will soon be self 
supporting, since its members pay rent, ac-
cording to Frank Ormsby, ARA Executive-
secretary, and himself an ex-alcoholic. 
     And the residents, like residents of every 
other living group or boarding house in the 
city bring home steady paychecks from re-
spectable and responsible jobs. 
     But at night, after a day’s work, there are 
no cocktails served at Alhaven, not any brief 
stops by residents for a “pick-me-up”, at a tav-
ern. 
     It’s always “coffee break” time at Alhaven. 
  “We figure that coffee is our greatest ex-
pense,” Ed smiled.  “Alhaven and First Step 
Home together use about 30 pounds a week—
a pound of coffee per person.” 
     Life at the residence club centers in the 
bright red and green kitchen, as it does in most 
homes.  For Alhaven is home to its residents, 
as First Step Home is the new family center of 
all the alcoholics who enter its doors. 
 

HELP OTHERS 
    There is constant contact between 17th St. 
 

and Ashbury Street, for those who have com-
pleted the first step want to help others do 
likewise. 
     They want those “coming up from the 
ranks” at First Step Home to have a place 
into which they may “graduate,” if they don’t 
wish to return to their former environments. 
     Ormsby, a dedicated businessman with a 
vision partly hard facts and partly hopeful 
ideas, aims at “a complete hotel run by 
ARA.” 
     We’re still in the embryo stage in all our 
planning,” Ormsby said, but we keep going.”  
And the ARA phone keeps ringing, with of-
fers of jobs as well as pleas for help. 
     Ormsby answers them all. 
 

WORKS LONG HOURS 
     If he gets discouraged by the amount of 
work that keeps him moving most of the 24 
hours—contacting groups for aid, always 
turning a sympathetic ear to the beginner in 
sobriety —Ormbsby doesn’t say so. 
     He can always look at people like Ed, liv-
ing proof that ARA has something. 
  It’s proof, to Ormsby, that a solution to the 
alcoholic problem has been found in San 
Francisco, a solution worked out by alcohol-
ics, practiced by alcoholics and ready to help 
alcoholics. 
     “I’ve never seen anything like it before,” 
Ed, the typical ARA member, said. 
     “ARA studies all the various research pro-
grams on alcoholism the board can find.  We 
practice on one another, keeping each other 
sober—for we know what it’s like as non-
alcoholics never could. 
     “And, what we think is most important, 
the association brings people back to normal 
living in a home and family atmosphere.” 
     “You might say I owe my life to ARA,” 
he added, quietly voicing the opinion of the 
100 alcoholics who have found a useful and 
meaningful life through San Francisco’s pio-
neer ARA. 
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2 

As is inevitable with bureaucracy, the paper 
work increased tremendously for certifica-
tion of the program.  A new position called 
“Program Facilitator” was created, so that 
we now have three staff persons in the office 
and the cook. 
 
We still charged low rates for living here —
particularly for new residents: $85 in the 
dormitory, $110 in double rooms and $130 
in single rooms.  The rates include three 
meals a day and snacks.   We usually made 
it on a month-to-month basis though the re-
cent fire forced us to juggle monies. 
 
The Board of Directors opened the Kamler 
House last year for residents as the next 
move back into society —so that, although 
we have not exactly blazed new trails, we 
have been home to approximately 120 re-
covering yearly. 
 

Because of the length of time we have been 
in operation, we have lost some of our origi-
nal benefactors.  Fortunately, some left us a 
legacy in their wills but so far we have been 
unable to add to our list of donors. 
 

We currently have only 80 members on our 
yearly list and ten life members.  We really 
need now members. 
On the last page of this news letter is an appli-
cation form.  You can help us by returning it 
with a donation of $20 or more.  Since we are 
a non-profit organization, all donations, 
whether material or financial, are tax deducti-
ble. 
 

In summation, my association with 1st Step 
Home, as resident, board member, manager 
has been a long-standing love affair — bitter, 
sweet, frustrating, fulfilling, invigorating, en-
ervating, but always rewarding.  The opportu-
nity to help others as I was once helped is why 
1st Step home is the spiritual home that ranks 
first in my heart. 

Eight On Haight 
Help Support ARA 

1035 Haight St 
S.F. 

By Donating $8.00 
A Month Through Our  

Website  
www.arafirststephome.com 

_________________________ 
We Like Tickets 

I also suggest that if anybody has tickets to sporting events, show, etc. 

that they can’t use, we would make good use of them. 
______________________________________________ 

 
In Grateful Acknowledgement 

 
In 1955 ARA, cherishing its independ-
ence and mindful of AA’s tradition of 
being self-supporting, declined to ac-
cept funding from city, county, state 
and federal agencies. 
Consequently, the support of friends 
is vital to the very existence of the 
First Step Home.  For contributions re-
ceived from the wonderful people you 
will see listed on the  back page, ARA 

  
   1959*  2010  
            Utilities   $123.00  $2031.94 
            Food    884.00    5200.00 
 Telephone      32.00      207.00 
            Insurance   133.00    1111.00 

        * Earlier figures unavailable 

 

OUR MONTHLY EXPENSES  
THEN AND NOW 

Our Truck is ever ready for any 
moving jobs, dump runs, or most 
anything else you can think of.  It’s 
a great deal for you, and 
it also benefits the resi-

dents of the First Step Home.  We have 
residents who are skilled also, so give 
us a call when help is needed.  
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Please make your checks payable to ARA and mail to:  First Step Home, 1035 Haight, San Francisco, CA 94117 

Amount: $___________ Membership Renewal New Member  Donation 

 

Name: 
 
Address: 
 
City, State, Zip: 

 
Date: 
 
Phone: 
 
E-Mail: 

We cordially invite you to consider becoming a member of the Alcoholics Rehabilitation Association of San Francisco.  Your 

financial support helps us fulfill our multifaceted community mission. If you have any friends who might be candidates, per-

haps show them an Arazette or have them write us.   ARA membership is $50.00 per year.  A lifetime membership is $300.00.  

Your membership or donation to ARA is entirely tax deductible.   

  Arazette, Summer—2010 

Cara Aborn 
Marcel Ackerman 

Bruce Allan 
Jim Allen 

Ann & Jim Allio 
American Express 

 Foundation 
Jim & Sally Archbold 

Suzanne Avila 
Beach Blanket Babylon 
Gerri & Dave Beauvais 

Diana Becker 
Larry Bedini 
Janet Bell 

Steve & Carolyn Bellis 
Jason Bernhardt 

Paula Beroza 
Body Shop at Home 

Boheme Hotel 
Robert Boyd 
Tracy Brown 
Mary Burns 

Cache Creek Casio Resort 
Patrick Cantwell 
Jean Cardoza 

Deborah Carter 
CATS Tickets 

Judy Cheevers 
Gail Corbitt 

Kevin Collins & Linda Leavitt 
Carlin Cottages 

Robert Clark 
Carmelita Clarke 

Clement Street Bar & Grill 
Cournale & Company 

Fred Crisp 
Quita Cruciser, M.D. 

Theresa Cuff 
John Cunnie 
Russell Daily 

Jacqueline Douglas 

Always with much gratitude and heartfelt love,  we would like to  
acknowledge  the  support of those who have helped us throughout the year: 

Robert J. Dower 
Ron Dudum 

Creative Arts Unlimitied 
Dixon & Barbara Farley 

Adele Fasick 
Maura A Ferguson 

Sue Fitzgerald 
Mike Flaherty 
Brewster Fong 
Millie Fonteire 

Joy & Michael Freethy 
Garibaldi’s 

Richard Gee 
Rita Geraldi 

Sheri Greenwald 
David Gutierrez 

Artin Hamamciyan 
Gene Hance 

Carolyn “Mitz” Hanrahan 
Rich Hanson 

Steve Hartman 
Hawaii Titanium Rings 

Peggy Hinrichs 
Ms. Hirschman 
Diana Hession 
Denice Highiet 

Highiet and Appraisers 
Geneviere Howe 

Java Beach 
Ardis Jerome 

John Campbell’s Irish Bakery 
Bob Johnson 

Ted Jack 
Frances Jeffery 

Dave Jones 
Shirley & Bud Kamler 

Steve Kamler 
Joanne Kelleher 

Marsha Kelly 
Rosemary Kimble 

Will King 

Frances A. Lana 
Frank Lana 

John LaRosa 
Ann Levy 

Michael Lylerla 
Margaret Mahoma 
Dody Mancusco 

Ann Marsh 
Helen Mantler 

Joanne Marlowe 
John & Devra McArdle 

Sam McCullagh 
Bob McHenry 

Steve McLaughlin 
Harry McMenamin 

Tom Moran 
John Montgomery 

John Murray 
Roth Murray 

Napa Valley Wine Train 
Flossie Negherbon 

Louise & Michael Neustadt 
Edward O’Connell 

Dennis & Lucy O’Connor 
Helen Oglesby 

Kay Oglesby & Carol Miller 
Jerry O’Grady 

John O’Loughlin 
Diane & Richard Ongaro 

Osmosi’s Day SPA 
Pacific Café 
Kathy Page 
Judy Payne 
Nick Payne 

Ginny Peacock 
Peets Coffee 

Perry’s 
Jim Phillip 

Jeri Pierson 
Angel Planchon 

Betsy & Sal Portaro 

Presidio Golf Club 
Florence Rabin 

Jennifer Raike 
Florence Rabin 

Bill Rhea 
Louise Rigg 

Barbara Robbins 
Don Rollefstad 
King R. Sams 

Bruce J. Sams Jr. 
San Jose Country Club 

Sue Sasaki 
Starbucks Coffee 
Stephanie Searle 

See’s Candy 
Serenity House 

John & Jane Siegal 
Martha Smith 

Bruce Spiegelman 
Helen Spivock 
Paul Stevens 

St. Vincent DePaul 
Stepping Stones 

Molly Starr 
Lois Storz 

Frank J. Strazzarino 
Terry’s Jewelry Treasures 

Daniel & Sherry Tobin 
Trader Joe’s 

Michael Wade 
Chris Webber 

Elizabeth White 
Lesley & Gloria Wilmer 

 Ann Wilson 
Bruce Zuckerman 

Washington Towers 
Beverly Wells 

Gerald Westmiller 

Check enclosed Charge my VISA MasterCard 
 
Card # ________________________________ExD.____ 




