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Guitarro Wins Awards for MINSY 
On December 9, 1965 Mare Island Naval Shipyard laid 

down the USS Guitarro, a nuclear attack submarine.  

She was the sixteenth  of seventeen nuclear subs to be 

built here and one in a long line of submarines built at 

Mare Island.  On 12 July 1968 she was launched with 

much fanfare and later taken to the finger piers on the 

southern part of the shipyard for the fitting out work 

to be completed- installation of electronics and 

electrical lines, nuclear instrumentation, and anything 

else which needed to be installed. 

On 15 May 1969, there were two crews on the 

Guitarro, one nuclear and the other non-nuclear 

working on opposite ends of the boat. The timetable 

for that day is as follows: 

• 1600 hours (4:00P.M.) - the nuclear crew (civilian) 

begins an instrument calibration assignment which 

requires the filling of tanks aft (behind) the boat’s 

pivot point with 10,000 lbs of water. 

• 1630 hours - the non-nuclear crew (civilian) begins 

the assignment to bring the boat to within a half 

degree of trim.  They do so by adding water to ballast 

tanks forward of the boat’s pivot point to correct a 

two degree up-bow attitude 

•1630-1950 hours – nuclear crew continues to add 

water 

• 1630-1945 hours – the non-nuclear crew continues 

to add water 

• 1945 hours – the non nuclear crew stops adding 

water to the ballast tanks in preparation for going on 

their evening meal break 

• 1950 hours – the nuclear crew finishes their 

assignment and begins to empty the tanks aft. 

• 2000 hours – the non-nuclear crew leaves the boat 

for the evening meal break 

• 2030 hours - the nuclear group notices a sudden 

down angle being taken by the boat.  At about the 

same time, the non-nuclear crew and others returning 

to the boat from their meal, notice the boat is in a 

sharply down position at the bow and massive 

flooding is taking place through several large open 

hatches. 

• 2030-2045 hours – attempts made to close the 

hatches are unsuccessful because of the lines and 

cables entering the boat through the hatches to 

complete the necessary work . 

• 2055 hours (8:55P.M.) – the Guitarro sinks in 34-36 

feet of water in Mare Island Strait. 

The Guitarro (SSN-665) after her accidental sinking at Mare Island on 15 May 1969. YD, YD-33 (150 Ton Crane), and  

Satanta (YTM-270). Satanta is preventing the Guitarro from capsizing.  
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Three days later on 18 May 1969, at 11:18 A.M. she 

was raised from the bottom of Mare Island Strait and 

after inspection it was estimated that repair would cost 

between $15 and $21 million dollars. Actual costs 

ended up at more than $25 million. 

Congressional hearings were held on Mare Island on 

May 26, 27, and 28, 1969  chaired by Rep Samuel 

Stratton (D-NY) and had as members William J. 

Randall (D-MO) and John E. Hunt (R-NJ)  Some 

interesting testimony revealed that security guards on 

the pier had noticed early on the flooding and reported 

it to ship personnel on the boat who disregarded it 

because these guards were considered of little 

consequence.  The guard should also have made a 

telephone report to his superior about the condition of 

the boat, but he did not do so.  Whether it would have 

saved the boat is open to pure speculation. The radar 

dome was covered by a bolted manhole cover and had 

a three and one half foot cofferdam (sleeve) to protect 

water from entering when it was open.  At the time the 

Guitarro went down the manhole cover was on the 

dock and the cofferdam was in the warehouse.  No 

one noticed this when inspecting the boat on a daily 

basis, though it had been that way for two months. 

Another critical part of the testimony was that the two 

crews working on the boat at the same time had no 

idea what the other crew was doing.  The tests being 

performed by the nuclear group were required by the 

Atomic Energy Commission and required filling 

certain tanks aft with water.  It was the duty of the 

non-nuclear crew to place the boat in the required trim 

condition.   The person on the non-nuclear crew who 

was given the job of trimming admitted he had never 

placed a ship in trim before and had only assisted on 

one occasion.  The boat according to the non-nuclear 

crew was in an up-bow attitude and when they had 

little success in reducing that they decided to put water 

in the ballast tanks.  One expert testified you only put 

water in ballast tanks when you want a submarine to 

submerge; thus the Guitarro had performed exactly as 

designed- she submerged.  And, of course, no one 

knew that the nuclear crew aft was emptying their 

tanks when they completed their tests and that was the 

straw that opened the flood gates and doomed the 

Guitatrro. 

Another interesting aspect of the investigation was 

that on March 15, 1969, a meeting was held at which 

the prospective commanding officer of the Guitarro 
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urged the shipyard to put one man in charge so that he 

knew what all crews were doing, a centralized control 

with responsibility for all construction and safety.  

Shipyard representatives pointed out that the shipyard 

had been building ships for a long time and no one 

had been killed and no equipment damaged yet, so 

there really was no need for such a procedure. 

Upon conclusion of the hearings the panel made the 

following recommendations 

1. During the building of all ships, nuclear or non-

nuclear, there should be at all times one single 

individual with full responsibility for construction 

and safety. 

2. That there be a full interchange of information 

and communication  on a regular duty basis 

between nuclear and non-nuclear groups 

3. Establish clear-cut lines of responsibility for safety 

and construction 

4. Only fully qualified personnel should be assigned 

to ship security billets who are responsible for and 

are able to enforce strict safety procedures 

5. Develop fittings for lines and cables which can be 

quickly disconnected in the event of an emergency 

6. All shipyards should undertake a survey of 

construction practices and procedures to make 

sure the above noted recommendations are carried 

out. 

In the end four naval officers and five civilians were 

considered as “parties” to the sinking of the Guitarro 

which was considered to be culpable negligence on the 

part of the employees. Of the five civilians, the highest 

ranking was demoted in November1969 one grade and 

was promoted in October 1970. One general foreman 

would have been demoted, but he retired before action 

was taken.  One foreman received a letter of 

reprimand in November 1969 and died in June 1970. 

Two men were to receive letters of caution and 

reprimand, but one retired before action was taken.  

The onus of the sinking weighed heavily upon many at 

Mare Island and in the city of Vallejo.  A sterling 

reputation had been badly besmirched.  Workers at the 

shipyard decided they needed to make a real gesture 

showing their concern and decided to give up their 

leave time and donate the money saved to the 

government.  The comptroller approved the decision 

and a check was cut for $286,103.27 and sent to the 

US Treasury.  The city of Vallejo also donated money. 

The check for the leave time was returned to the  
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shipyard after the General Accounting Office decided 

that such an action was not allowed. 

As for the awards received by MINSY, they were 

nothing of which to be proud.  The Technical Skills 

Association gave Mare Island their Potmetal Goose 

Egg , an irreverent award which noted MINSY for “its 

astonishing new method of testing submarines” as 

announced in the Federal Times on 12 September 

1969.  Some may also remember Rowan and Martin’s 

Laugh-In (an early Saturday Night Live) which gave 

Mare Island its Fickle Finger of Fate Award for sinking 

a submarine before she went to sea. 

It has been rumored that Admiral Hyman Rickover 

vowed that Mare Island would never build another 

nuclear submarine. 

Guitarro was commissioned on September 9, 1972,  

and she was the last vessel commissioned here, though 

there was a desperate attempt to get her commissioned 

before the USS Drum which was already under 

construction when the Guitarro sank.  Mare Island 

never built another submarine.  From then until she 

closed in 1996 MINSY was only responsible for repair 

and overhaul of vessels and decommissioning of 

vessels and the refuleing of nuclear submarines.   

Guitarro became known throughout the Navy by her 

nickname, the Mare Island Mud Puppy, though she 

served proudly until her deactivation on 13 September 

1991.  Mare Island Museum in September 2012 was 

the scene of the reunion of the crew of the Guitarro, 

including some of the original crew who would have 

served on her had she not sunk.  It was the 40th 

Anniversary of her commissioning. 
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SSN-665 Guitarro off the coast of San Francisco 



The Loftsmen, Little Known but 

Essential  
Few people realize that much of the shipbuilding that 

went on at Mare Island Naval Shipyard was dependent 

on just thirty men – men with titles which were not 

well-known such as shipfitters or riggers.  These thirty 

men were called mold loftsmen and they worked on the 

upper level of the Structural (Shipfitter) Shop, Bldg 390, 

in a room just over 106,000 sq. ft (760 ft long x 140 ft 

wide) which was called the Mold Loft. 

Their job was to take the plans and models for the 

ships, all with rounded or irregular configurations, and 

make flat patterns for them so they could be cut by the 

metalworkers or have holes drilled into them by the 

machinists and when those pieces were finished they 

had to fit together perfectly, or in the vernacular of the 

loftsmen they had to be “fair”- smooth pleasant curves.  

For those of you who sew, consider a pattern where if 

the pieces do not fit together perfectly you just ”ease” 

the larger piece to fit the smaller.  That possibility did 

not exist with the pieces of aluminum or steel or the 

hull plating, masts, bulkheads, etc.  They had to fit 

perfectly or the “easing” was done with jacks, hammers, 

wedges or levers – not an easy task 

 Using points from the offset chart provided by the 

designers, the mold loftsmen would place three nails 

into the floor of the loft and then  get on their knees, 

literally, and with a huge drawing tool called a batten, a 

very long  ¾” x ¾”  piece of very flexible wood , tried 

to connect the points in a perfect curve.  What seemed 

exact on the drawing table often did not work out on 

the floor when it was increased in size many times. 

After the points were connected they would be 

checked and re-checked by a “linesman” to make sure 

they were fair – made a smooth curve with no abrupt 

change in shape and pleasing to the eye.  This took 

considerable time.  Once these drawings were accurate 

the templates would be made.  

The templates (or patterns) were made of  various 

materials - special template paper, Sitka Spruce wood 

which was !/4 inch thick and about three inches wide 

or from 1/4 inch  

plywood. If the template was small enough it was 

taken from the loft on an elevator, but if  it was too 

large there were large doors on the side of the loft 

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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Preserving the history of Mare Island 

Templates in the Structural’s Mold Loft for the SSN PERMIT (Mare Island’s fifth nuclear sub) 
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which opened to a “pulley system” which had cables 

that were anchored outside the building and angular to 

the building.  The templates would be maneuvered 

down these cables. 

From the loft the templates would go to the shipfitter 

duplicating department where they would lay out the 

steel plates, angle bars, T-bars, channel bars or pipe 

which were then cut by burning torches, gate shears or 

saws  and then to the machine shop for final drilling, 

bending, or punching. 

When Mare Island began building nuclear submarines 

the lofting work became a greater challenge because 

the design was so radically different from any of the 

previous vessels which were built here.  

In addition to making templates for ships and 

submarines, the loftsmen also made the templates for a 

new caisson (gate to the river) for dry dock # 1. Scale 

models of HY130 steel, accurate to 1/1000 of an inch, 

were laid out and built in the loft and used at the 

Navy’s test facility, the David Taylor Model Basin.  

1 2 

Finally, the Trieste II, (DSV-1 and later X-1) a deep 

submergence vehicle which located the remains of the 

USS Thresher, the nuclear submarine lost off the East 

Coast of the US, was lofted and built at Mare Island,. 

In the more modern era of shipbuilding lofters drew 

their templates on drawing tables to 1/10 of full size 

with precision instruments and then they 

photographically decreased them to 1/100 scale.  

These negatives were then projected onto the metal 

optically to full size and the metal was marked for 

cutting. In the 1970s there was rapid development of 

the use of computers as an aid to the process of fairing 

the line and computing the offsets. If nothing else, 

these new processes saved the knees of a lot of 

loftsmen!!  Today in the US and the more highly 

developed countries and in large shipyards this work is 

done with computers.  However, go online and you 

can still find job listings for loftsmen in Indonesia or 

small shipyards which do custom work. 

Front Row L to R  --Al Butala, Walter Gerth, Frank Gamba, Bob Selby, Jack Skinner, Dick Magliari, Larry Mast, Fred Haynes, Hank Asera,  second 

row- kneeling:  Left to right – Frank Cameron, Mike Pappas, Douglas Bell, Frank Rose, Elwood (Jay) Wooten, Don McDermott.  Standing – 3rd row 

from front – Left to right – Richard (Dick) Krenke. Art Toomey, John Baham, Mr. Hemphill,  Mr. Hennessey, Herb Rampe, Mr. Atkinson(Mold Loft 

Quarterman), Ray Bordoni (Leadingman), Vic Olsen (Leadingman, Mr.Vernon, Clarence Larson, Walt (Windy) Scneidewind.  Others who can be 

identified were Mr. Schwartz (Mold Loft Stowage Mgr.)  Larry Olsen (X94), Earl Tofte. (X11) 

 

Photo courtesy of Mr. Don McDermott 
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Rebuilding Together Solano 

County Visits Museum 
On January 21, 2013, more than 100 volunteers from 

Rebuilding Together Solano County came to Mare 

Island Museum to do their annual Martin Luther King 

Jr. Day project.  For 2013 they will be focusing on 

military homeowners and community facilities, thus 

the selection of Mare Island. 

Volunteers started unloading materials and tools days 

before the project and on Saturday, January 19, a crew 

of 55 came to the museum to do prep work including 

the “best washing of walls” prior to painting ever seen 

by one museum volunteer. 

On Monday, the organizers arrived early with green 

and white T-shirts for the community volunteers, 

breakfast food and much enthusiasm.  Then the 

volunteers started coming, and coming and coming, 

until 183 were in the museum.   

Eager to start working they were divided into crews, 

some of whom painted walls in the museum proper, 

some in the hallway and some in the gift shop. Others 

set to work dusting shelves and cleaning glass on 

exhibit cases.  Still others were outside removing 

chain link fencing and doing repairs on brick work 

which is over 150 years old. 

Another crew completely sheet-rocked the control 

room of the Mariano G. Vallejo and the exhibit deck 

located directly above it.  What could have been 

chaos, quickly became a well-organized group of 

people who efficiently went about their assigned tasks 

and did them well.  

One very positive side effect of the project was that 

many of the volunteers learned things about Mare 

Island which they never knew and introduced them to 

a museum they did not know existed.  Some have 

become volunteers at the museum while others have 

since visited with family members. 

 Rebuilding Together Solano County will be returning 

to the museum on Saturday, March 9 to do additional 

projects including more work on the Mariano G. 

Vallejo control room and gallery above it, more 

painting, replacement of light fixtures, cleaning of 

additional exhibits, putting up scaffolding for Mare 

Island volunteers to use to complete the control room 

and various other small projects. 

Mare Island Museum especially wants to thank the 

leaders of the team at Mare Island including Elizabeth 

Hoffman, executive director, Michael Gregory and 

Vern Bosick.  Sponsors were Kaiser Permanente, 

Kelly Moore Paints and Recology Vallejo. Major 

Donors included Home Depot, Medic Ambulance, 

VL Bosick Construction, Minuteman Press, and 

Walgreens.  Special recognition must be given to 

Kaiser Permanente and California Maritime Academy 

for sending large numbers of volunteers.  Others who 

donated food or materials included Catering by Ray, 

Costco, Gary Smith, Hands on the Bay Area, Lennar 

Mare Island, Napoli’s Pizza, Panama  Red Coffee, 

Times Herald, Vallejo Veteran’s Memorial Building 

and Wayside UMC.  As one can readily see, this was a 

community-wide effort and the museum is most 

appreciative.  

 

 

Coming Events 
 

MIHPF Board Meeting 
April 29, 2013 

 

Contra Costa Solano County Food Bank Gala 
June 23, 2013 

 

Special Boat Unit XI Reunion Museum Tour 
Sept. 14, 2013 

 

Shop 31 Reunion 
Sept 21, 2013 

 

Shop 51 Reunion 
Sept. 27, 2013 

 

Sister City 
Sept. 28, 2013 

 

Design Code Reunion 
Nov. 5, 2013 

 

Christmas Concert 
Dec 15, 2013 

 

For further information on any of these events contact the 

museum at mihp46@att.net or call (707) 557-4646 

mailto:mihp46@att.net
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USS Langley (CV-1) 

The Golden Rivet 
One trick old salts always try to pull on new sailors is 

to send them off to find the “golden rivet” in their 

ship or vessel since every ship or boat has one 

according to lore.  However there was one ship that 

actually had a golden rivet and it probably is not the 

one that you might expect. 

In 1917, two “post Jutland” battleships, designed with 

greater hull protection and fire control systems were 

being built at shipyards on opposite coasts, the USS 

California was being built by New York Naval 

Shipyard and the USS Tennessee was being built by 

Mare Island.  The California legislature sent a golden 

 

rivet back to New York for the California.  The rivet 

was installed in the bow of the ship and construction 

continued. 

Shortly thereafter, someone decided it was rather 

foolish that the California was being built in New 

York, so it was decided they would simply exchange 

names –  the California in New York became the 

Tennessee and the Tennessee at Mare Island became 

the USS California.  The California was launched at 

Mare Island on 20 November 1919.  And which 

ended up with the golden rivet?  The Tennessee, of 

course! 

USS Tennessee (BB-43) and USS California (BB-44) Circa 1924 



Mare Island Museum Membership 
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 Membership: 
 

     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 Museum Membership 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; Membership  
            Mare Island Museum  
                                                                                                                           1100 Railroad Ave, Vallejo, CA 94592                       
(For Office Use Only)    
Received by:_____________________________                                                Date_______________                                                             
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