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Fred Rohr was born in the U. S. to Ger-

man immigrants. His father was a sheet 

metal worker, and when Fred grew up, 

he became one, too.  He learned the 

trade in his father’s shop. 

 

He eventually moved to San Diego in 

the 1920s.  At that time, the bodies of 

airplanes were covered with a fabric.  

One day he went down to the Ryan 

Aircraft factory to nose around.  He 

found out that the gas tanks for air-

planes were made from sheets of alu-

minum.  He went home, built one in his 

garage, and took it back to Ryan.  It 

was  better than the ones they were 

making, so he got the job.    

   

Eventually, he built the very large gas tank for the “Spirit of St. Louis” that Charles Lindberg needed to fly 

from New York to Paris in 1927.  He also built the very pretty nose covering that was used to keep sparks 

from igniting any fabric on Lindbert’s plane.  (Pretty” to a machinist, anyway.) 

  

He progressed to become a manager, and then eventually, in 1940, Fred Rohr began his own business in San 

Diego making parts for airplanes.  In 1941, he moved his factory to Chula Vista’s bayfront.  He had about 

800 employees in 1941- six months before Perl Harbor.  By the time Japan finally surrendered, Rohr was em-

ploying some 8,000 people - he changed Chula Vista forever from an agricultural-oriented community to a 

very large ‘bedroom community’. 

 

Many of the items he produced repuired forcing the aluminum into certain shapes.  The automobile industry 

had already invented a “drop hammer” to shape pieces of steel, but their dorp hammers did not work well 

with aluminum.  So Fred Rohr invented his own drop hammers that could shape aluminum.  Two of them are 

shown on this page. 

 

On page 3, we will describe how the Rohr drop hammer worked. 

Fred Rohr’s Drop Hammer 
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The event that hurt Otay’s destiny was the great “Hatfield flood” of 1916 that swept much of Otay down the 
Otay River into the Bay as a result of the collapse of the Otay Dam.  However, one of the few buildings that 
withstood the flood, besides the Baptist church, was the nearby Methodist Church. 
  
After the flood, apparently the Methodists thought best to move elsewhere, and so the Baptists acquired it, 
moved it, and attached it to their smaller church.  In the photograph, the larger church on the left is the origi-
nal Methodist church, while the smaller one on the right is the original 1890 Baptist Church.  The bell ou see 
on top of the ex-Methodist Church was originally on the smaller Baptist Church, and was rung to warn people 
of the flood. 
  
Today, a group called San Diego Christian Fellowship has taken over they entire property, but they are keep-
ing the old church(s) in good shape. 
170 1/3 column 

Otay Baptist Church 

This Peoples State Bank was built in 1911 at the north-

west corner of Third Avenue and F Street.  Later it be-

came one of Peter Giannini’s Bank of Italy, which later 

morphed into the Bank of America.  Since the Bank of 

America moved to a new location on Third Avenue in 

1948, the building has been used for a variety of busi-

nesses. 

 

What occupies the northwest corner of Third Avenue 

and F Street today? 

 

Answer on page 4 

The historic Baptist Church, locat-
ed at the corner of Zenith & Third 
Avenue in Otay, has been super-
seded by a much more modern 
building nearby.  But of more in-
terest to us is the historic church 
on the corner.  Or perhaps, we 
should say, the historic churches 
(plural). 
 
The original Baptist church in 
Otay was called Beth Eden Baptist 
Church and it began services in 
1890.  At that time, Otay was a 
growing town which showed signs 
of someday becoming a larger 
city.  It was even the southern end 
of Kimball’s National City and 
Otay Railroad, which covered 
Kimball’s breath and width of his 
Rancho de la Nación area to be 
developed. 

History Quiz:   
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From our President 

Our first get together of the South 
Bay Historical Society in 2022 is 
April 21st, for Holocaust 
Awareness Month.  
 
We are honored to have a night 
with Holocaust Survivors Ursula 
Isralski and Ben Midler. They will 
be sharing personal accounts of 
their experiences and answering 
questions. Sandra Scheller, curator 
of our current exhibit "Ruth 
Remember Us the Holocaust", put 
together a video presentation of 
the South Bay Holocaust 
Survivors. This will be previewed 
by our audience.  
 
Following both presentations, 
Sandra will lead a tour of the 
current exhibit she has curated.  
 
We hope to see you at this event 
memorializing those that have 
passed to celebrate Holocaust 
Awareness Month. 
 
I would invite you to visit our 
South Bay Historical Society 
website, it has been improved and 
we are seeking your historical 
information to share with our 
community.  

Thank you for your continued 
support and look forward to 
seeing you at one of our upcoming 
events.  

As mentioned on page 1, many of the items Rohr produced for air-
planes forcing aluminum into certain shapes.  The automobile industry 
had already invented a ‘drop hammer’ to shape pieces of steel, but their 
drop hammers did not work well with aluminum. 
 
As you see at the bottom 
of the photo, this ma-
chine invented and 
made by Fred Rohr.  
Here is how his drop 
hammer works:  you 
will notice that the oper-
ator’s left leg is raised a 
bit.  His left foot is rest-
ing on a bar that goes 
across the hammer a 
few inches above the 
floor.  In his right hand, 
he is holding a large 
rope, and the rope is 
coiled on the structure 
above him.  You can 
also see the electric mo-
tor at the left edge of that structure across the top.  With his left hand he 
has placed a piece of aluminum across a die of the shape they want. 
 
The ‘hammer’, weighing hundreds of pounds, is that very large piece 
hanging down from that structure at the top, and it holds the mate of the 
die on the ‘table’. When he is ready, with his left food he pushes down 

on that bar at his feet and the huge 
‘hammer’ drops free-fall.   
 
At almost the same time, he pulls 
on the rope in his right hand;  that 
activates the electric motor at the 
top of the structure that pulls the 
hammer back up again.  These are 
almost simultaneous movements, 
because what you do not want is 
for the hammer to bounce back for 
a second imprint. 
 

Rohr had as many as 30 drop hammers working at one time, Boing and 
other plane manufacturers purchased them, also. 
 
There is a Rohr Drop Hammer on display down at the Bay Blvd Park 
just on the other side of I-5 at the corner of F Street and Bay Boulevard, 
neer the Seven Mile Casino.  (the second photo on page 1 is it).  This is 
one that Rohr (“Goodrich” at the time) refurbished and gave to us, and 
we had it mounted on Third Avenue next to the old Museum in Memo-
rial Park.  But, the city manager at the time did not like it there, so he 
had it moved down to the bayfront. 

How Fred Rohr’s Drop Hammer Worked 
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Answer to History Quiz:   In the same building built in 1911, in 1990, in 1998 it 

became a Christian Science Reading Room.  The new 

occupants decided to put in a skylight and found they 

had to cut through some 12 inches of concrete in the 

ceiling - the top of the old vault! 
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Rohr Aircraft and the B-24 Engines 

The most persistent product in the entire history of 

Rohr Aircraft and the succeeding owners of the 

company to this day, is the nacelle of aircraft engines.  

Other companies make the basic engine, but Rohr 

builds its aluminum covering, the part you see when 

you see an engine on a multi-engine airplane—jet or 

older internal combustions ones. 

 

The photo shows Rohr Aircraft at the height of World 

War II finishing the engines for B-24 Liberator 

bombers.  The workers are just beginning to put the 

outer mental covering (the nacelle) on.  There are also 

certain fittings that had to be put on to connect with the 

gas tanks and such. 

 

Rohr did similar work for the PBY Catalina “fling boat” that the Navy used for patrolling.  It used two of the 

same engines. 

 

In the years 1942 - 1945, Rohr produced some 

38,000 completed engines for the B-24 bombers (4 

engines each) and the PBY “flying boats” (2 

engines each).  They both used the Pratt & 

Whitney $-1830-92 Twin Wasp 14-cylinder air-

cooled radial piston engines, 1,200 hp.  When 

completed, the engines were shipped to Rohr for 

the nacelles and necessary fittings, ready to be 

taken to the San Diego Consolidated plant tand 

installed on the respective planes.  There were 

some minor differences in the nacelles of each. 


