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Gordon Joinville – A City of San Mateo Fallen Hero 

 
Part 3 – A Friend of Youth 

 

 
Chief McDonnell promotes  

Gordon Joinville to the rank of Sergeant 

 
Gordon Joinville's Badge 

 
Even before the funeral, the local newspapers were filled with stories praising Sergeant 
Joinville for his work with young people.  On Friday, May 24, 1968, the day after the shooting, 
San Mateo Times reporter Vera Graham wrote a column titled, "'Gordie' Was Friend of Boy In 
Trouble."  In her article, she stated, "He was widely recognized for his excellence in 
investigative work and brought hundreds of juvenile narcotics cases to the fore, salvaging kid 
after kid…As personal friend, 'Gordie' Joinville was a man to whom one could trust that most 
precious thing of all -- a child's life." 
 
On the same date, John Horgan, also a writer for the San Mateo Times wrote a column about 
Gordon Joinville, "Youth Loses Best Friend."  (Horgan is now a columnist for the successor 
newspaper, San Mateo County Times.)  In his article, Horgan wrote, "The youth of the city of 
San Mateo may not yet realize it, but they have lost one of their best and most dedicated 
friends.  The murder of San Mateo Police Sgt. Gordon Joinville, one of the city's two 
detectives who specialize in youth work, will leave a void for the communities juveniles that 
will not be filled easily…It was the young law-breaker, the teenage offender who was having 
his or her initial brush with the law and be swayed by proper police handling to turn away 
from a potential life of crime, to whom Joinville's work and attitude meant the most."  In a 
recent telephone interview, Horgan remembers meeting Gordon Joinville:  "He was sincere, 
articulate, a good listener, and he looked you straight in the eye.  You trusted him." 
 
When leaving the burial, Margaret Joinville, Gordon's widow, was approached by a black 
woman who came up to her car and hugged her saying, "Oh what am I going to do?  I have 
six kids and Officer Joinville helped me with four of them!  What am I going to do with the 
other two now?" 
 
Within days after the funeral, Margaret received nearly 200 letters from the parents of some 
of the children whose lives had been touched by her husband Gordon.  These letters 
expressed their condolences along with the deep appreciation for the help that Sergeant 



Page 9 Copyright © 2009 Robert C. Leuten 

Joinville gave their kids during difficult times.  Margaret saved these letters for many years 
but recently shredded them all out of concern for the privacy rights of the families involved. 
 
Not all the letters that Margaret Joinville received were from parents.  She received a poem 
about Gordon from a girl whose sister he had helped.  Margaret regrets having misplaced the 
poem but remembers being moved by it. 
 

 

 
A College of San Mateo student who knew of 
Gordon Joinville's work with youth painted some 
"Police Plaques of Love and Tenderness."  
Margaret recently left these plaques at the new 
San Mateo Police station for others to enjoy. 

In the early 1960s, one boy, an eighth grader, was caught intentionally causing some minor 
property damage.  Margaret reports, "Gordon took him, with parental permission, all over 
showing him the "seamy" side of life.  Then Gordon showed him the Police Department and 
made him do a 35-page term paper from the Constitution on Property Rights.  If he would do 
that, the charges would be dropped.  The boy did and told Gordon, 'Officer Joinville, I have 
never learned so much, even in school.  I promise I will never do anything wrong ever again.'"  
Margaret reports that four years later, the boy graduated from Aragon High School with a 4.0 
grade-point average. 
 
More recently, Margaret received a series of e-mails from an African American gentleman, 
now 55, praising her late husband.  The man, now a successful college instructor and 
musician, met Sergeant Joinville only once.  The meeting was not result of an infraction, 
misbehavior, or mischief.  Yet, as a young boy, the encounter had a profound affect that 
would last a lifetime.  He said, "When I was 12, a white policeman in San Mateo, Gordon 
Joinville, {voluntarily drove} me and two other kids to a summer camp in Santa Cruz.  He 
talked about the law and I remember the tone of his dialog was fatherly and very 
compassionate.  He was one of the kindest men I ever met.  He took us out for 
cheeseburgers, fries, and shakes.  After he dropped us off at the camp and before he drove 
back home, he waited to make sure that we were settled and comfortable.  He didn't have to 
do that for a bunch of kids from East San Mateo.  A kid never forgets that."  Still inspired by 
the kind treatment he received from Sergeant Joinville, this man volunteers much of his own 
free time in working with children. 
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Because of his success in working with young people, Police Chief Martin 
McDonnell, gave Sergeant Joinville a great deal of latitude in working with 
kids who wandered from the straight and narrow.  Minor property offenses 
(such as petty-shoplifting) and the possession of marijuana are two examples 
of the kinds of violations on which Joinville would work his "Friend of Youth"   
techniques.  Second-time offenders and children involved in more serious offenses such as 
drug dealing, violence, and bodily harm to others, were dealt with in more traditional methods 
including arrest, juvenile hall, and the legal system. 
 
Sergeant Joinville devised a record-keeping system, Juvenile Contact Report or JCR, that 
would be kept in a County-wide registry to catch second-time offenders who might need more 
than the "kid gloves" approach. 
 
An excellent communicator and speaker, Gordon Joinville frequently was called upon to give 
speeches at schools and clubs.   
 

 

Since 1997, the San Mateo Police Department has been 
affiliated with PAL – Police Activities League, a national 
program whose motto is "Building the Bond Between Cops & 
Kids."  PAL targets at-risk youth who, because of a variety of 
factors, may not be able to participate in school sports and 
other activities, and youth who are unsupervised during non-
school hours.  In collaboration with their community partners, 
PAL strives to create a safe society while promoting the 
physical, social, and mental development of youth.  Program 
activities include judo, basketball, baseball, computer lab, 

scuba diving, soccer, rock climbing, camping, and rugby.  In Gordon Joinville's era, there was 
no PAL--he pioneered many of today's PAL techniques and activities. 
 
Sergeant Joinville was respected and admired not only by the parents and youth he "saved," 
but also by his fellow officers and supervisors.  Joinville's partner, Detective Sergeant 
Herman Neuman (who was out of the country when the killing occurred) frequently referred to 
Gordon as "One of the best men we have."  Chief McDonnell was quoted as saying, "He was 
a fine officer, a very fine officer, the best cop I ever knew.  He had no idea of time in 
performing his duty.  He worked a 24-hour day many times.  He was a man truly dedicated."   

 

 
 
So how did Gordon Joinville come to be such a fine police officer and devoted "Friend of 
Youth?"  Did he grow up in a stable home environment with a strong, kind, father-figure?  The 
answers are surprising. 
 
Next: Part 4 – The Legacy 
 
 
 


