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June 2016Mare Island Historic Park, a 501(c) (3) Charitable Organization

north with 25 troopers to the mission in Sonoma.  His 

purpose was to establish the Spanish right to discovery 

and serve as an advance agent for colonization.  He 

passed the areas where Richmond, Berkeley and San 

Pablo are now located, but his troops ran out of food 

except for “pinole” a nourishing corn dish and they 

had to send for supplies.  There is now a city of Pinole 

in that very same area. Once supplies arrived from San 

Jose the expedition headed north again.  On the way 

they had several adventures.

When Vallejo returned to Monterey, he met with the 

Commandante who had a large map and Vallejo began 

to tell about the “Paradise” he had visited and what 

happened to his troops while there.  His first tale was 

about camping in a group of oak trees due east of 

Yulupa (we now call it the Golden Gate) and having 

his camp bothered by bears.  By keeping fires lit at 

night nothing was lost, but the bears were an 

annoyance.  The Commandante  wrote “Las Encinas” 

on the map or “the oaks. “ Today that place is called 

Oakland.  Suppose the Commandante had written 

“Los Osos,” the bears, what would Oakland be called 

today?

Next Vallejo pointed out the straits where they had

Why is it Called Mare Island ?
The most frequently asked question when people visit 

the museum is, “Why is it called Mare Island?”  So 

here is the story as we tell it, from the book Memoirs of 

the Vallejos which was written by Platon Mariano 

Guadalupe Vallejo, one of the 16 children of General 

Vallejo and the first California born physician.

Mare Island was first discovered by a Spanish explorer, 

Don Juan Manuel de Ayala in 1775 and he named it 

“Isla Plana” or “Flat Island.”  We are not sure why he 

called it that because the hills on the south end did not 

just suddenly appear, but it may have been because 

there was little vegetation on the island, just low lying 

grasses thus making it look quite flat.  Spain declared 

this land in Northern California to be theirs, though 

there were no Spanish settlers.  It remained so, without 

concern, until the Russians arrived, some as early as 

1803, but the settlement at Fort Ross was started in 

1813.  The Russians laughed at the protests of Spain to 

her supposed right to claim the land. There were no 

Spanish living here, so how could it belong to Spain.

And so a number of years later Mariano Guadalupe

Vallejo, now a lieutenant in the Spanish army, was sent

Mare Island Navy Shipyard (right) and Vallejo circa 1860
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disregard it if they want, but it’s an interesting 

explanation for how places in this area got their name.  

Now you have the same choice, to believe or disregard 

the story!

found hundreds of little crabs on the shore, not big 

enough to eat, but so unusual as to be noted in the log.  

The Commandante knew some Greek, of which he 

was quite proud, and said that the Greek word for crab 

was karkino.  And he wrote on the map “Estrecho de 

los Karkinos”  which we now call Carquinez Straits.

Vallejo then related the story of meeting a Cocasui

which we would call a shaman or medicine man near 

present day Concord.  The Cocasui claimed they could 

cure people with vile tasting concoctions and create 

chaos  by dancing or making noise or perhaps even 

just wishing for it to happen.  This Cocasui claimed he 

was an important person who was a right hand man of 

the devil whom he called Pui and that Pui lived in that 

mountain just to the east.  Quickly the Commandante 

wrote “Monte Diablo” on the map.  Today it is Mount 

Diablo.  Vallejo also told of meeting a tribe of Indians 

along the bay who were called Suysun.  “It shall be 

called the Bahia de Suysun”  said the Commandante 

and today we call it Suisun Bay.  

According to Platon they passed near to the place 

where Port Costa is located while looking for a place 

to cross the river.  Since there was no large ferry to 

move the troop they followed the stream to a place 

where it narrowed along the banks.  Since there were 

few bridges in those days, horses were trained to swim 

across bodies of water.   However, this area was a little 

more than a half mile wide, so it was not taken lightly. 

Taking advantage of an incoming tide the troopers 

were able to swim the horses across, loosing only one 

mare, washed downstream and likely drowned.  They 

camped near a place where they thought would be a 

good site for a town and remained for a few days.  

While here, one of the troopers with a spyglass looked 

at the island across the river, Isla Plana, and noticed an 

animal moving on the island.  It was the mare that had 

been given up for lost.

Upon hearing this story, the Commandante picked up 

his writing tool and said that a city will be established 

at the site where the troopers had camped, the city will 

be called Vallejo in honor of Vallejo’s successful 

expedition.  Next he pointed to the island across the 

river and wrote “Isla de la Yegua” or Island of the 

Mare.  Thus the name we know now has lasted since 

that time, now called Mare Island in the English 

format.  And so it was the Commandante at Monterey, 

not Vallejo, who named these places in the Bay area.

We always hasten to add when we tell people this story

that they can choose to believe it if they wish,

E GD

Top: Poto of Dr. Platon Vallejo (Left) and his father, 

General Mariano G. Vallejo (Right).

Bottom: Wells Fargo stationary bearing Dr. Platon

Vallejo’s name. Images from Wells Fargo Archives.

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

Preserving the history of Mare Island
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The Robotic Age
Much attention is given today to the robots that are 

taking away the many non-skilled worker jobs and it is 

considered a modern phenomenon.  But according to 

the August 1988 Grapevine, Mare Island was already 

entering the robotic age at that time.

In 1983 Jack Tamargo,  Shop 31 general foreman, 

suggested  a flexible manufacturing workstation which 

evolved into  a joint research and development project 

and by the fall of 1988 was ready to be put into use at 

the shipyard.  Called the Mare Island Flexible 

Manufacturing Workstation, it represented millions of 

dollars of research by the National Bureau of 

Standards at its Automated Manufacturing Research 

Facility in Gaithersburg, MD.

The workstation had a controller, a robot equipped 

with a gripper, a computer controlled turning machine 

with live tooling capabilities and an automated buffer 

storage and retrieval system .  Surely this information 

makes a great deal of sense to a person familiar with 

this terminology, but to the layman the important fact

was that the station  reduced manufacturing time for 

parts from 12-17 hours to as little as 20 minutes.  The 

machine could turn out parts 24 hours a day for up to 

five days a week and it could manufacture pieces from 

1¼ inches to 11 inches in diameter and weighing up to 

150 pounds.

But unlike some machines today, this workstation did 

not take away workers’ jobs, instead it took the

mundane tasks which required little skill, but much 

time and were frequently farmed out to private 

industry, to be done in the shop more expeditiously 

and allowed the experienced machinists to work on 

more intricate projects which made use of their special 

skills.

Initially the workstation was used only to make sound-

damping connectors, but later it was able to make new 

parts cheaper, with no defects and with predictable 

manufacturing process time – a real technological 

breakthrough.  And it made the shipyard more 

competitive with reliable schedules and a reduced 

turnaround time.

And all this was nearly thirty years ago, when most 

people only knew about  the robots in science fiction 

stories or comic books.  Just one more example of 

how advanced Mare Island Naval shipyard actually 

was.

Mare Island Visitors
This past quarter Mare Island Museum had visitors 

from Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, 

Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Louisiana, 

Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, 

Nevada, North Carolina, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, 

Rhode Island, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Virginia, 

Washington, and Wisconsin.  We also had visitors 

from Portugal, The Philippines, England, Thailand and 

Fiji Islands.

The Mare Island Flexible Manufacturing Workstation. 

Unfortunately, due to the nationwide military 

downsizing, it was transferred to a civilian educational 

role. (Photo collection, AMRF Files, NIST).

Corporate Members

We would like to thank the following corporate 

members for supporting the mission of  the Mare 

Island Museum:

Lennar Mare Island

Mare Island Dry Dock

CS Marine Constructors, Inc.

Touro University

Carpenter Rigging and Supply

Napa/Solano Central Labor Council

Keadjian Associates, LLC

Alstom
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Strange Device Now in 

Museum
For years a strange device languished in the storeroom 

at the back of the museum.  What was it?  For what 

was it used?

To understand and appreciate this machine we have to 

go back to the days of wooden ships. These ships often 

gathered plant life, barnacles and/or worms (actually a 

type of clam) which adhered to the part of the ship 

below the waterline which could cause the planking in 

those areas to seriously deteriorate as well as to slow 

the speed of the ship considerably.   To clean the ships 

they would wait until high tide and then run or pull 

their ships onto the beach where they were easily 

pushed over to one side or “careened.’  (We sometimes 

use this term when a car swings wildly to one side or a 

person unexplainably veers off a path or course.)  Once 

the ship was on its side, and the tide had gone out, they 

would use wire brushes and tools to remove the plant 

life, barnacles and worms and then they might re-caulk 

the bottom, replace planks, or repair damage from 

cannons.  Using the tide they would again push the 

ship on the opposite side and then clean that side.  

This was obviously a very labor intensive and difficult 

task. However, it was the only way to remove those 

things which adhered to the bottom of the ships, had 

damaged the bottom or, in the case of the plant life, 

seriously slowed down the ship’s speed. And this task 

was performed as often as every six weeks to three 

months. Imagine running a merchant ship and having 

to lay up a ship this often- if she was not sailing she 

was not making money!

And so it was decided to sheath the bottom of ships 

with copper which, when it interacted with sea water, 

made an environment not conducive to the growth of 

plants and the worms did not like it much either.  

However you had to adhere the sheathing to the ship.  

How were they to do that?

Now we know they used this weird machine, a copper 

sheathing machine, which was purchased by Shop 64 in 

1911 for $25.00, the equivalent of $625.00 today. They 

would place a piece of copper 14” by 48” into the 

machine, turn the handle on the side of the wheel 

which had diamond shaped protrusions attached and 

punch  hundreds of holes into the copper. They used 

copper nails with large beveled heads hammered into 

the holes to secure the sheets.  Iron nails could not be

used because the copper and seawater caused the iron 

to deteriorate 

It is unlikely that the machine was used very often by 

Shop 64 which was  the carpenter shop and prepared 

the staging for ships going into dry dock.  However, 

there were still museum ships built of wood including 

the U.S.S. Constitution which visited Mare Island in 

the 1930s, and very likely smaller tugs or barges which 

may have had wooden bottoms which still used the 

sheathing.  Much later the sheathing machine was 

placed on display outside the commander’s office at 

Mare Island and then it went into the museum 

warehouse for twenty years.  Now, it is once again on 

display in the museum for visitors to see and wonder, 

“What was that used for?”  They can not only learn its 

use, but, perhaps, a new word in English, “careen,” one 

of many words in our language which have been 

adopted from naval terminology.

Blue Star Museum
Once again Mare Island Museum will become a one of 

more than 2000 museums which are designated a Blue 

Star Museum, part of a program sponsored by the 

National Endowment for the Arts, Blue Star Families 

and the Department of Defense.

All active duty military personnel, reservists and their 

dependents are admitted to Blue Star Museums FREE 

of charge from Memorial Day to Labor Day.  

Dependents do not have to be accompanied by their 

sponsors to be admitted free meaning that a spouse 

whose sponsor is TDY will be able to pack up the kids

The strange device in question, a copper sheathing 

machine used by Shop 64 in 1911.
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and come and enjoy a day at the museum.

We enroll in this program each year as our small way of 

showing our serviceman that we appreciate the 

sacrifices that they are making for each of us.  

Being near to Travis AFB means that we have a 

number of these visitors and one squadron has in the 

past repaid us by coming to the island and volunteering 

at the mansions to do much needed yard work for 

which we were more than grateful.

SolanoArticles.com
In 2003 the Vacaville Heritage Council launched 

“SolanoArticles.com”, an online data base containing 

over 800 articles relating to the history of Solano 

County in which Mare Island is located.  Scanning and 

optical recognition (OCR) was performed to extract 

the text for search engines, making these articles an 

invaluable resource to researchers interested in Solano 

County history.

Any number of noted local historians, including Mare 

Island’s Ernie Wichels, Jim Kern, Vallejo Naval and 

Historical Museum and Jerry Bowen who was 

responsible for the Solano History magazine for many 

years, are a part of the database.

The Mare Island Museum has just been advised that 

Barbara Davis who writes the museum’s newsletter, 

Farragut’s Press, will be added to the database.  All 

articles which relate to Mare Island history will now be 

included in the database to provide information re 

Mare Island Naval Shipyard which was such an integral 

part of Solano County for so many years.

We are delighted by this inclusion because our main 

mission is to educate the present and future 

generations about the history of Mare Island and this is 

just one more resource to help us achieve that goal.

Chapel Roof  Unrepaired
In the fall of 2015 the city of Vallejo advised Mare 

Island Historic Park Foundation that the roof on the 

chapel was to be repaired from 11 April to 13 May 

2016.   We did not schedule any events for the chapel 

during that time and, as you are aware if this is not 

your first issue of Farragut’s Press, that we also advised 

all our subscribers that there would be no tours during 

that period.

Less than two weeks prior to the start date the city 

informed us that there would be no repairs during the

Coming Events

MIHPF Board Meeting
July 25th, 2016

10:00 A.M., Quarters B

POC: Ken Zadwick, (707) 557-0662

Small Boat Unit XI (SBUXI)
Septembet 10th, 2016

11:00 A.M. – 2:00 P.M., Museum

POC: Bob Smith (707) 935-9360

Shop 31 Reunion
September 24th, 2016

11:00 A.M. – 2:00 P.M., Museum

POC: Sam Shoults (707) 255-9402 or

John Chamberline (707) 226-3564

20th Anniversary of  Closure
October 1st, 2016

10:30 A.M. – 4:00 P.M., Quarters A

POC NYA/Ralph McComb (707) 987-3850

Design Code Reunion
November 1st, 2016

11:00 A.M. – 2:00 P.M., Museum

POC: (707) 224-8953

For further information on any of these events contact the 

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

previously scheduled time because they had failed to 

included additional expenses for insurance for the 

windows as well as materials to protect both the 

windows and the interior of the chapel during the 

repairs. This increased the price of the repairs by more 

than $100,000 and the additional expense has to be 

approved by the City Council.  The date for the council 

meeting is 26 June,

So at this point, will the chapel roof be repaired?  We 

do not know!  When will it be repaired?  We do not 

know!  However, there are events scheduled into 

October, so it is unlikely that the repairs will be done in 

the very near future.  Keep posted, hopefully we will 

have an answer by the time the next Farragut’s Press is 

issued.

mailto:mihp46@att.net
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Mice on Mare Island, EEK!!
Indeed there are many mice on Mare Island, but put 

away the traps and bait, for these mice are an 

endangered species called the Salt Marsh Harvest 

Mouse or more commonly the “marsh mouse.”  The 

mouse is a nocturnal mammal which lives on land and 

can eat very salty food and drink brackish water. They 

are most frequently found in the marshes around San 

Francisco Bay and their scientific name translates as 

“grooved tooth mouse with a red belly.”

The marsh mouse has to have cover in which to hide, 

most commonly cord grass and pickleweed.  

Pickleweed is able to thrive in salt water because its 

cells filter out the salt, though as the concentration of 

salt gets higher its leaves turn red and eventually the 

plant dies, usually in the fall.  Interestingly enough, this 

plant was used by the Ohlones to spice their food and 

can still be found for sale in some farmers’ markets.

But back to the mouse!  Marsh mice are among the 

tiniest of mammals living in the U.S. today.  They are 

usually no longer than three inches, about the size of 

an adult thumb, and may have tails as long or longer 

than their bodies.  They have brown fur and grooved 

teeth and they have a very short life span, usually no 

longer than nine months.  In that time the female may 

have at most two litters and the litters never consist of 

more than four offspring.  The mice each weigh about 

the same as a nickel coin. This species was declared 

endangered in 1970.

Today the marsh mouse is in even greater danger 

because some of the upper marshes are now covered 

over or filled in and sub-divisions have sprung up on 

the surrounding land.  This takes away some of the 

protection for the marsh mouse which is now at the 

mercy of feral and domestic cats and foxes.  Non-saline 

sewage discharged into the bay provides nutrients for 

plants like cattails and bulrushes.  And another 

predator is also an endangered species, the clapper rail 

bird.

How does one see a marsh mouse?  You can access the 

Pacific Bay Trail which goes along the west side of 

Mare Island to the area where the mouse lives.  And 

then you have to be very, very lucky because they are 

nocturnal.  

Or there was built in that area many years ago, a metal 

sculpture of the marsh mouse which is substantially 

larger than the real thing.  Gilbert Amaral, a rigger 

from Shop 72,   loved to weld, but not for a job.  When
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his colleagues had a smoke at lunch, Gil would go into 

his shop and weld little knick-knacks.  One day in 1993 

his supervisor, Stan Golovich, asked him to make a 

sculpture of the marsh mouse to put out on the west 

side of the island where they put the silt from dredging 

, and which they were trying to reclaim.  Not knowing 

much about mice, Amaral spent many days at a local 

pet shop watching mice until he felt he had a real feel 

for their structure and movement.  He made a frame 

and then the question was what to use for the fur.  He 

tried several different types of metal and finally settled 

on wire rope.  The rope had many strands which would 

look most like the fur.  Amaral says he cut thousands 

of pieces of wire rope, no piece longer than 11/2 to 2 

inches long and then welded them to the frame.  He 

thinks the mouse weighed about 500 pounds and was 

welded on a metal plate which had holes drilled 

through it to attach it to the rock it sits on.

Nobody knew who had made the sculpture and there 

were many calls to the base asking about it.  Finally a 

reporter from a San Francisco magazine found Amaral

, interviewed him and wrote a story.  When Amaral

retired he was introduced to Capt. Cavender, the 

commandant , who said, ”Oh you’re the one who 

made the marsh mouse.”  For a moment Amaral said 

he was not sure whether he should be afraid because 

he was going to get into trouble, or pleased because the 

commandant knew who had made the sculpture.  

Fortunately it was the latter.

So today you can go looking for the sculpture of the 

marsh mouse, though it is not terribly easy to find since 

it is closer to the southern end of the island. There is 

no doubt, however, that it will be easier to locate than 

a real marsh mouse.  Or perhaps even better, you can 

just look at the pictures accompanying this article!

Did You Know?
If you have been following the news about the Solar 

Impulse, the solar powered plane attempting to fly 

around the world and which flew over the Golden 

Gate and landed at Moffet Field in April, you know 

that the pilot is Bertrand Piccard. He is a Swiss 

psychiatrist and balloonist who held many ballooning 

records and also designed the Solar Impulse.

What you may not know is that he is the grandson of 

Auguste Piccard who designed and had the Italians 

build the Trieste, a bathyscaphe sold to the U.S. Navy, 

and the son of Jacques Piccard, who in 1960 along with 

Lt. Don Walsh, USN, took a Mare Island “remodeled” 

Trieste down 35,797 feet to the bottom of the Mariana 

Trench, still the deepest dive ever made. 

You can also read more about the Trieste and Mare 

Island in issue 18 of Farragut’s Press. You can find the 

digital archive of Farragut’s Press at 

https://issuu.com/mareislandnavalshipyard.

Words from the Navy?!
Cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey

is most often thought of as a very crude expression, 

when in fact, it has a naval heritage.  On sailing ships 

armed with cannon, balls had to be stacked by the 

guns. However whenever the ships rolled, so did the 

cannon balls.  So a brass plate was anchored to the 

deck to hold the cannon balls and it was called a 

monkey.  Often it had four by four indentations and 

then three by three cannon balls, two by two and then 

one could be stacked on top in successive rows, 

making for a total of 30 cannon balls by each gun.  

However when it got very cold, the brass contracted 

and the balls would roll off the brass monkey, thus the 

term-“cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass 

monkey!”  Not lewd or crude at all, but a definite 

comment on the weather.

Comments?
Please send comments and suggestions for future 

articles to MIHP46@att.net

https://issuu.com/mareislandnavalshipyard
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  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 becoming a member of the Mare Island Museum 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 

 Can loan materials and books from museum library 

 Free  newsletter via email 

 Helping to preserve the history of  Mare Island Naval Shipyard 

Membership 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 

 Corporate  $250.00 – Admits corporation rep and guests, publicity   

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Mare Island Museum Membership Application 

Name/Corporation __________________________________________________________________   Date _________ 

Street Address_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

City, State, Zip Code_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Phone____________________________ Email Address____________________________________________________ 

Membership Level: 

____Individual  $25        ____  Out of State $20       ____Family  $40      ____ Student (with ID) $15     ____Corporate  $250 

Visa____Mastercard ____American Express____    Card number _______________________________________________                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Exp. Date______         Security Code:__________  (4 digit number) 

         Make checks payable to MIHPF.                                        Remit to: ATTN; Membership   

                    Mare Island Museum  

                                                                                                                            1100 Railroad Ave, Vallejo, CA 94592                        

(For Office Use Only)   ____L  ____D  ____E   Received by:_______________ Date:______________________                                                        


