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The Brown Water Navy in 

California 
 

Displayed in front of Mare Island Museum is a boat 

with shark’s teeth painted on its front.  It quickly 

catches the eye of young boys especially, and usually 

their fathers are equally intrigued.  They then read that 

it is a PBR (Patrol Boat River) and was part of Special 

Boat Unit XI which was stationed at Mare Island. The 

unit trained crews on the boats and then shipped the 

crews to Vietnam to serve as part of the Brown Water 

Navy (nicknamed the River Rats) or the men who 

patrolled the rivers and inlets, the brown water, in 

Vietnam.   

It was hazardous duty, especially with the North 

Vietnamese shooting rockets at the boats. The rockets 

needed to hit metal to explode and they did not seem 

to realize that the boat was primarily built of fiberglass 

and the rockets went right through the boat and never 

exploded.  Of course, then you had to worry about 

sinking with a hole in the boat, but later models were 

fitted with a large foam inner core which made them 

highly buoyant and kept them from sinking even if they 

had a hole made by a rocket that went in one side of 

the boat and out the other. 

Perhaps an equally interesting, though not as hazardous 

adventure with these boats took place right here in 

northern California. 

In February 1985 a vigorous low pressure system that 

lasted through the 24th created unprecedented 

amounts 

of rain in the northern part of California.  Napa had its 

greatest flooding to that time and Calistoga had a 

“once in 1000 years” amount of rain.  To the west, the 

normally placid Russian River crested at 23 feet above 

flood stage. All along the river, the towns were 

flooded and people were looking for higher ground 

and shelter. Guerneville, a popular summer resort city, 

was inundated by the rapidly rising water and the 

residents were isolated.  

Normal means of rescue, helicopters, were unable to 

be used because of the rain and darkness.  Declaring a 

life threatening emergency, county officials decided 

Guerneville could only be reached by water and at that 

point decided to call on the SBU XI at Mare Island, 

about 60 miles distant.  

Mare Island Museum Hours 
10:00 A.M. to 2:00 P.M. Weekdays  

10:00 A.M. to 4:00 P.M. First and Third Weekends 
Tel: (707) 557-4646 

Shipyard tours by appointment, please call: 
(707) 664-4746 or (707) 280-5742 
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SBU XI loaded up a 36 foot “mini” ATC (armored 

troop carrier), 2-18 foot outboard motor Boston whale 

boats and a 12 foot inflated Zodiak raft.  Lieutenant. 

Commander Paul Shemella and several county officials 

went to look for a place to launch the boats.  When 

the boats arrived they were placed into the river at 

Forestville, four miles upstream from Guerneville. 

Then another obstacle presented itself – the Hacienda 

Bridge.  The water beneath the bridge was so high that 

the boats could not pass under it.  The boats were 

removed from the river, loaded onto trucks and were 

driven through water to Monte Rio, eight miles 

downstream from Guerneville. 

Finding a boat launching site was impossible, so the 

chief boatswain simply backed the trailer into the 

raging water until the back end floated, popped the 

clutch and the boat slid off.  Then they were faced 

with a raging current and debris of all shapes and sizes 

forced them to steer back and forth to avoid hitting 

anything. 

LCDR Shemella and a gunner’s mate in the Zodiak 

were the first to get to the Guerneville Catholic church 

where hundreds of refugees were sheltered without, 

food, water or heat.  Among them was an elderly man 

on an oxygen tank. It was decided that he was in 

immediate need of evacuation and LCDR Shemella 

offered to take him to safety in the raft.  However, the 

man would not leave without his wife, and the wife 

would not leave without her poodle. No amount of 

coaxing could convince them to do otherwise, so the 

Zodiak left with two sailors, two civilians, an oxygen 

tank and a poodle.   

In addition to the smaller debris in the river, other 

obstacles were electrical lines. burning propane tanks, 

huge trees and pieces of houses.  Some of the people 

rescued said they had been stranded for two or three 

days.  It was impossible to get near the houses with the 

larger boats, so the raft became the eyes and ears of 

the operation. Picking up the roof-top refugees, the 

raft would transport them to the larger boats for 

transfer to the church. 

By morning the storm had abated and the National 

Guard was able to fly in helicopters to a hastily 

constructed landing pad.  SBU XI continued to ferry 

people from their homes to the church from which 

they were then flown out to shelter in Santa Rosa,.  

Unable to navigate at night, the crew returned to 

Monte Rio for their first meal in two days and a night’s 
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rest in the firehouse.  

The next mission was to establish a road link to 

Guerneville.  LCDR Shemella and another sailor sat on 

the fenders of a 2 and a half ton truck and guided it 

through four feet deep water and eventually reached 

Guerneville on the ground. Now a land route was 

possible and people could be evacuated by truck to 

Monte Rio.  However the two towns were still cut off 

from the rest of the area by flooding. 

And so a final task was assigned to the SBU XI-

establish a land route from Guerneville to Santa Rosa 

approximately twenty miles away.  This proved much 

more difficult than getting into Guerneville because of 

the deep water which had waves washing over the 

hood of the truck.  Was the truck going to be flooded 

out?  However, by keeping the speed slow and steady, 

the truck pushed its way to Santa Rosa and established 

the needed land route for evacuation of the residents.  

Certainly this was not what Special Boat Unit XI had 

trained for, but it proved what a well-trained Navy unit 

could do under unexpected and extreme 

circumstances. Not only were the men of SBU XI 

proud of their accomplishments, but it also provided 

the local people, unaware of their existence prior to 

the emergency, with a fine image of the US Navy and 

its men and a new appreciation for what they could do. 
(Thanks to Sea Classics, July 1986 for information on this 

episode in Navy history) 
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The Building Shared by Treasure 

Island and Mare Island 
 

One of the most distinctive buildings on Mare Island is 

the 60,000 sq. ft oval-shaped Mare Island Sports 

Center sometimes referred to as the Round House, the 

Oval House or Bldg 523 as it was known by the Navy. 

The building was originally designed by Timothy 

Pflueger who also built the Paramount Theater in 

Oakland, collaborated on the Bay Bridge and planned 

the underground parking at Union Square in San 

Francisco.  It was built for the Golden Gate 

International Exposition or World’s Fair on Treasure 

Island in 1939-40 where it served as the Exposition 

Coliseum with a tanbark oval 230 feet long, 100 feet  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

wide with a 12 foot track surrounding the central area.  

It could seat 9,500 people who attended rodeos, polo 

games, horse shows, dog shows, boxing matches or 

symphony concerts. 

In 1941 the building was moved to Mare Island where 

the Navy Exchange used it as a warehouse for over 

forty years.  In 1983 the Navy decided to convert it to 

a sports complex with a physical conditioning area, 

basketball courts, volleyball courts and a running track.  

It was free for use by both naval and civilian personnel 

who lived or worked on Mare Island and remained so 

until the base closed in 1996. 

Then came the film industry which filmed a scene 

from “Jack” directed by Francis Ford Coppola and 

starring Robin Williams as well as Bill Cosby and 

Jennifer Lopez.  “Flubber” also starring Robin 

Williams had scenes filmed there. Then an X-Files 

Convention was held in the building, supposedly with 

David Duchovny in attendance.  When the film offers 

dried up due to better incentives in Canada, Vallejo 

decided it was time for something different. 

On November 29, 1999, the Pacific Sports Center, a 

privately-run multi-sport recreational center was 

opened in the yellow corrugated steel, low-domed roof 

building into which $1.2 million was invested to install 

such things as soccer courts with artificial grass with 

sand and rubber underneath as is used in professional 

stadiums.  In 2003 the owners of Pacific Sports Center 

pulled out and the building became Mare Island Sports 

Center run by David Boyle and his father.  The 

building now contains 3 basketball courts, 3 volleyball 

courts, 2 soccer fields, 4 batting cages and a sports 

café.  There are adult and youth leagues,  

different types of clinics and basketball camps.  One 

can purchase a monthly membership, pay $5.00 to play 

basketball all day if one wishes or $1 will allow you to 

swat at 16 pitched baseballs.  During the busy soccer 

season several thousand people may visit the center in 

a day.  However, the center still has one liability from 

its days on Treasure Island.  It is not insulated, and it is 

neither heated nor air-conditioned.  So it is hot in the 

summer and cold in the winter. 

In addition to being the original home of the 

Coliseum, Treasure Island also has an interesting 

history.   It is a man-made island built by the Works 

Progress Administration (WPA) in 1936-37 from soil 

dredged from San Francisco Bay.  It was named after 

Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel, encompasses about 

535 acres, is attached to the natural Yerba Buena 

Island which sits in the middle of San Francisco Bay 

and was originally planned as an airport for Pan 

American World Airways flying boats, one of which 

was the China Clipper.   Its first use however was for 

the World’s Fair.  It was briefly used as an airport, but 

then the Navy became interested and offered to trade 

the Navy’s Mills Field south of San Francisco, near 

Millbrae, for Treasure Island.  The city accepted and 

the San Francisco Airport was built at Mills Field. 

One other connection Mare Island has to Treasure 

Island is that during the fair people were moved from 

place to place on a vehicle called the Elephant Train.  

After the fair, the Navy also bought that vehicle and 

used it to move workers from shop to shop along the 

Mare Island waterfront after removing the faux 

elephant head which originally adorned the front of its 

little engine. 
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USS Langley (CV-1) 

A Man of  Many Talents 
 

Robert “Bob” Smith, of Sonoma, first came to Mare 

Island as a seven or eight year old Cub Scout.  His 

troop first toured a submarine and then went to the 

cafeteria for a meal.  Bob had a “huge” hamburger 

and mashed potatoes with gravy, food unlike anything 

he had ever eaten at home.  He decided then and 

there if this was the kind of food they served in the 

Navy, he was going to join. 

In July 1958 Bob did exactly that and served 10 years 

on active duty.   Much of that time was with the 

Special Boat Unit XI (SBU XI) or serving on 

amphibious ships.  One of the years during active 

duty was spent in Vietnam as support for the PBRs 

(Patrol Boat River).  After ten years Bob left active 

duty and joined the Reserve (20 years), again with 

SBU XI which was responsible for training the crews  

on the Delta and American River for the PBRs which 

were used by the Riverine forces in Vietnam.  He 

began working at Mare Island in October 1968 as a 

planner and estimator in mechanics – pumps, valves 

and other assorted parts.   He took an early out and 

retired in 1995.   

Not one to remain idle, Bob found employment with 

California Maritime Academy as the supply officer on 

the T/S Golden Bear, the training ship used by the 

academy.  After a second retirement in 2004 he began 

working part-time repairing and maintaining the 

machines in the  academy machine shop and 

occasionally teaching when an instructor was absent. 

However, Bob has always had a love for Mare Island 

and its history and in the mid 2000s came to work as a 

volunteer on the construction crew which meets every 

Friday to work on exhibits and to make major repairs 

to the museum building. 

When Mare Island closed, SBU XI moved to a 

spinner unit in Sacramento which eventually closed as 

well.  Upon hearing this, Bob drove to Sacramento 

and gathered whatever memorabilia he could find to 

bring back to the museum for a Special Boat Unit 

display.  Bob, singlehandedly, built that exhibit which 

still is part of the museum. 

Bob eventually became the chair of the construction 

crew and, as such, is responsible for planning and 

monitoring work being done on multiple projects in 

the museum.  One of his big projects is again related 

to the SBU, the Mark II PBR outside the museum 

building.  In the near future Bob will be sanding and 

refinishing the boat as well as replacing some of the 

laminated plywood splinter shields, sometimes 

referred to as ceramic armor.  All this is in preparation 

for its appearance in Sonoma in November.  At that 

time the traveling portable Vietnam Wall  will be 

coming to the town for four days.  The PBR will be 

placed on a trailer and be taken to Infineon Raceway 

at Sears Point where it will join a parade to Sonoma 

with the section of the wall, as well as a Vietnam era 

helicopter. 

Upon return from Sonoma the PBR will be moved 

inside the museum and parts which are not presently 

on it (due to security) will be replaced and it will be 

returned as close to  new condition as possible. 

Bob says he really enjoys coming to Mare Island every 

Friday. The guys work hard, but there is a strong 

sense of camaraderie - a lot of jokes and fun.  He says 

he always suggests other join .  The reward is new 

friends and a real sense of accomplishment when an 

exhibit is finished and you know that others will be 

able to enjoy it and learn from it, too. 

Bob can always use volunteers without special 

expertise for jobs like sanding, painting, helping to 

move artifacts and setting up exhibits.  Anyone 

interested??  Bob is usually at the museum every 

Friday and would be happy to talk to you. 

 

Additions to the Library 
 

Recently discovered in the bowels of the museum 

building was a box of books, simply bound and 

entitled Pictorial History of the Second World War. No 

fancy covers, rather dull red and navy with small red 

silhouettes of an airplane, a tank, an artillery piece and 

the top of a ship surrounding the title.  In any 

bookstore they would be quickly passed over, but they 

may be one of the most priceless artifacts we have of 

World War II.  The 10 volumes contain some colored, 

but mostly black and white photographs of all aspects 

of the war taken by the extensive corps of expert 

photographers employed by each branch of service of 

the belligerent nations. 

Mr. Al E. Davies of the New York Herald Tribune was 

selected as the editor and he chose the pictures and 

edited the captions.  The pictures, unlike in most 

books, are simply arranged chronologically by date.  A 

few events of import have not been included, simply 
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because there was no photographer present or 

because events happened too quickly for photos to be 

taken. The ten volumes have been divided into 

sections and preceding each section is a short 

chronology of the important military developments.  

No “political interpretation or brash 

prognostications” (these were published while the war 

was still in progress) was included. 

Volume 1 starts with a photograph dated September 

3, 1939 and shows Prime Minister Neville Chamberlin 

broadcasting from No. 10 Downing Street advising 

the British people that Hitler had failed to contact the 

British by 11:00 o’clock about withdrawing  German 

troops from Poland and therefore a state of war 

existed between Britain and Germany. This volume 

contains 512 pages of photos which end in September 

1941. Volumes 2-4 are pictures through the fourth 

year of the war.  Vol. 5 is the victory year with special 

sections on war personalities, weapons and great 

battles. Vol. 6 is naval operations; Vol. 7 air 

operations; Vol. 8 the U.S. Marine Corps; Vol. 9 

ground forces and Vol. 10 the unsung heroes of the 

service forces.  Some of the photos are amusing, some 

sentimental, some edifying and some horrifying, but it 

is unlikely you will find a broader perspective of the 

war and all its aspects in any other publication. 

A new donation to the library is The Galloping Ghost: 

The Extraordinary Life of Submarine Legend Eugene 

Fluckey.  Fluckey was the commander of the USS Barb 

who helped to revolutionize submarine warfare during 

WWII and laid the groundwork for our modern 

nuclear-powered ballistic submarine fleet.  The USS 

Barb sank more tonnage, including an aircraft carrier, a 

cruiser and a destroyer, than any other WWII 

submarine.  Fluckey also landed a crew from his sub 

on the Japanese mainland and they blew up a train in 

1945.  No other sub crew  accomplished that feat.  

Fluckey was awarded the Medal of Honor, but always 

said his crew had won it and they just allowed him the 

privilege of wearing it. The author had access to 

Fluckey’s personal papers and had interviews with the 

admiral, his family and his Barb shipmates, as well as 

official documents.  Presented is a well documented 

account of the exploits of the sub along with a most 

appealing portrait of a great commander and an even 

finer human being. 

 

Coming Events 
 

June 24, 2012 
Contra Costa/Solano Food Bank Gala. 

Quarters A 
 

July 30, 2012 
MIHPF Board Meeting 

Quarters B 
 

September 8, 2012 
USS Guitarro (SSN 665) Reunion 

Mare Island 
 

September 22, 2012 
Shop 31 Reunion 

Mare Island Museum 
 

September 28, 2012 
Shop 51 Reunion 

Mare Island Museum 
 

September 29, 2012 
Sister City 

Mare Island Museum 
 

October 20, 2012 
Navy League Dinner 

Mare Island Museum 
 

November 11, 2012 
Veterans’ Day Ceremony 

Mare Island Museum 
 

December 13, 2012 
MIHPF Volunteer Party 

Quarters A 
 

December 16, 2012 
Christmas Concert & Reception 

Chapel and Quarters A 
 

 

For Further Information Contact the Museum at  

(707) 557-446 
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 USS Olympia Acquisition Status 
 

The Mare Island Historic Park Foundation (MIHPF) submitted a Phase I application to bring the OLYMPIA to 

Mare Island to the Independent Seaport Museum, the Navy, and Pennsylvania Historical and Museum 

Commission in August 2011.  In November 2011 we were invited to prepare and submit a Phase II application.  In 

January 2012, we, along with the other competitors requested an extension which was granted to allow more time 

for fundraising.  The extension was granted with the proviso that we submit a Phase IIA application by 1 May 

2012.  The Phase IIA application was completed and submitted along with letters from both Lennar Mare Island 

and the City of Vallejo for the lease of Dry Dock 1.  The business plan demonstrates that the OLYMPIA will 

generate sufficient revenue to cover operating expenses. 

Our challenge now is to raise the funds necessary to acquire the ship.  Capitalization costs include funds for hull 

repairs, towing, dredging, and site preparation.  An estimated $20M is necessary.   

 

If you are interested in helping with the important task of saving the OLYMPIA and bringing her to Mare Island, 

please go to http://www.mareislandhpf.org/ships/donate.html 

 

You can also contact the project manager, Dennis Kelly: 

Email: drkelly107@gmail.com 

US Mail: 107 Lassen Place, Petaluma, CA 94954 

Telephone: (707) 778-0915   

 

Want a virtual tour of the OLYMPIA? Browse to  http://www.spanamwar.com/olympiatourintro.htm 

 

If you wish to learn more about the USS OLYMPIA, the museum bookstore has the book, USS Olympia; Herald of 

Empire  by Benjamin Franklin Cooling for $17.00. 

 

As an aside, if you are in San Francisco, go to Union Square and you can find a large column with a female on top 

with a trident and a wreath.  This is the monument dedicated to Dewey’s victory over the Spanish in Manila Bay 

while aboard the USS OLYMPIA.  The trident is representative of Admiral Dewey and the wreath is to 

commemorate President William McKinley who was assassinated in September 1901. 

 

 

 

 

Internet Junkie?? 
 

Do you like to spend time surfing the internet?  Mare Island now has a Facebook page! Aside from that, here are 

some websites you may find interesting. 

Mare Island and World War II: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1940An3m6rg  

Mare Island and the Cold War: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V7LoXJ5Bxto 

Mare Island Rediscovered by 82MileProductions: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JTjzV2kVLPs 

Ship Salvage on Mare Island: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-NmeRZwXrAg 

An interview regarding the Guitarro sinking: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMPizVyZMEE 

WWII Submarine Patrol Reports:  http://hnsa.org/doc/subreports.htm 
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Mare Island Historic Park Foundation Partnership 
1100 Railroad Avenue, Vallejo, CA 94592 

(707) 557 4646   mihp46@att.net     www.mareislandhpf.org 
  
  
The Mare Island Historic Park Foundation keeps alive the history of Mare Island Naval Shipyard and chronicles its 
shipbuilding activities in the museum, as well as preserving the most historic buildings – St. Peter’s Chapel, the 
Shipyard Commander’s Mansion and Building 46, the oldest building on the island dating from 1855.  The 
shipyard founded in 1854 by Commander David G. Farragut, first admiral in the USN, was the first naval 
installation on the West Coast and was an important contributor to success in World  War II in the Pacific.  It also 
played a prominent role in the Cold War by building 17 nuclear submarines.  We invite YOU to become a part of 
this endeavor by partnering with the Mare Island Historic Park Foundation and supporting its work. 
 
Benefits of Partnership: 
 

     Free Admission to the Mare Island Museum (Bldg 46) for the year of partnership 
     10% discount on purchases in gift shop 
     Advance notice via email of new exhibits or events sponsored by the foundation 
     Access to Mare Island Museum Library 
     Free  newsletter via email 
     Helping to preserve the history of  Mare Island Naval Shipyard 

 
Partnership Levels: (All partnerships are for one (1) year and are fully tax deductible) 
 

•     Individual   $25.00 – Admits partner named on card 
•     Out of State  $20.00 – Admits partner named on card 
•     Family  $40.00 – Admits two household members and their children or grandchildren 12-18  
       (under 12 are free) 
•     Student  $15.00 – Admits student named on card with a student ID card 

  
 
       ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------          
Mare Island Historic Park Foundation Partnership Application 
Name _______________________________________________________________ Date ___________________ 
Street Address  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
City, State, Zip Code ___________________________________________________________________________ 
Phone____________________________ Email Address  ______________________________________________ 
Partnership Level: 
______ Individual  $25            _____ Out of State $20              _____Family  $40             _____ Student (with ID) $15 
 
Visa_____Mastercard ____American Express____Card Number _________________________ Exp. Date ______ 
 
         Make checks payable to MIHPF.                                        Remit to: ATTN; Partnership   
            Mare Island Museum  
                                                                                                                           1100 Railroad Ave, Vallejo, CA 94592                       
(For Office Use Only)    
Received by:_____________________________                                                Date_______________                                                             
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