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A Message From Our President
By Kent Fortner, President, MIHPF

Hello Fellow Mare Island History Stakeholders, I have the honor of  serving as 

President of  the Board of  the Mare Island Historic Park Foundation, and as such, have been given a chance to 

provide an update on the Foundation as a (re)introduction to the Farragut’s Press! I’d urge you to visit our 

website (mihpf.org) where there are deeper explanations, but…

…suffice to say that the COVID years were particularly hard on the Foundation. We lost our key sources of  

revenue (private events and museum visits), and we even lost one of  our beloved volunteers, historian Barbara 

Davis. Concurrently, the City (our landlord) conducted an extensive evaluation of  all our buildings, and 

discovered key safety, seismic, ADA, and infrastructure issues that have kept us (and still keep us) out of  our 

spaces.

But don’t despair (we’re not!), we have plans—big plans—for tours, digitized photos, online exhibits, events, a 

speaker series, and we are working on concepts for a future museum. The Chapel and the gardens of  the 

Admiral’s Mansion are here to enjoy today, and we’re working on relocating our prized library in the next few 

months. Moreover, we are slated, with deep thanks to Congressman Thompson, for appropriation funding in 

the pending federal budget for restoration of  our facilities ($1.2MM!). The Foundation is resilient, invigorated, 

alive and adapting with many exciting initiatives; one of  which is a resumption (after a long hiatus) of  the 

Farragut’s Press. Read on!

Mare Island Update
By Bruce Christensen, Secretary/Treasurer, MIHPF

In 2022, the Mare Island Company became the Master Developer as a result of  the 

consolidation of  resources from the Nimitz Group and Southern Land Company.  This joint venture will 

permit the City of  Vallejo and other agencies conducting work related to the development of  the former Mare 

Island Naval Shipyard, to deal with a single entity for all aspects of  that work. 

Two major events pertaining to the 

history of  Mare Island occurred in 

2022:
1. On April 15, Congressman Mike Thompson 

forwarded a Community Project Funding 

request for $1.2M to Congress for repairs on 

the historic St. Peters Chapel and the Admiral’s 

Mansion located on Walnut Avenue.  In July, the 

Mare Island Historic Park Foundation (MIHPF) 

received notice that this request had been 

approved by the House and the repair funding 

is currently pending Senate approval. We are 

hopeful that the repair funding would be 

available in early 2023.

2. On May 14, the official transfer of  the Mare 

Island Cemetery from the City of  Vallejo to the 

Department of  Veterans Affairs National 

Cemetery Administration took place during a 

ceremony that occurred on the cemetery 

grounds.  This action will assure that funding 

will be available in perpetuity to properly 

maintain the historic cemetery which underwent 

significant repair and restoration after the 

September 25th, 2019 fire at the cemetery. The 

801st and 322nd Army Engineer Companies, 

under the command of  Major Douglas Hayes 

(397th Engineer Battalion Operations Officer), 

repaired the fire damage, renovated the 

grounds, and restored many of  the age stained

http://www.mihpf.org/
http://mihpf.org/
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and damaged headstones around the cemetery 

grounds..

Mare Island Cemetery – Circa 2019 

Mare Island Cemetery – 2022 
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Businesses on Mare Island - 110 Businesses

currently occupy more than 3 million square feet of  

commercial space on Mare Island and employ more 

than 3,000 workers.  This is significant, in that, when 

Mare Island Naval Shipyard closed in 1996, the 

civilian employment level was approximately 3,000, 

and for the past 26 years, the goal has been to achieve 

the employment level previously provided by the 

Navy with jobs in the private sector.  A partial list of  

Mare Island businesses includes:

• Factory_OS

• Mare Island Dry Dock

• ALSTOM rail equipment and repair

• ALCO Recycling

• Earthquake Protection Systems

• Mare Island Brewing Company

• Savage and Cooke Distillery

• Paramount Pictures

• WETA Ferry System.

Mare Island Headstone

(2019)

Mare Island Headstone

(After Restoration, 2019)
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The Navy’s First “Hospitals” on 

the West Coast
By Thomas Snyder, CAPT, MC, USN(Ret)

Just after California gained statehood in 1850, Navy 

Secretary William Graham wrote to President 

Fillmore that “a new empire has, as by magic, sprung 

into existence.  San Francisco promises, at no distant 

time, to become another New York.”  He concluded: 

“a navy yard is very much needed in California, and 

no time will be lost in accomplishing the work.”

A three-officer commission was soon dispatched to 

select a suitable place; they chose Mare Island, a site 

protected inside San Francisco Bay.  Navy authorities 

dispatched the respected Commander David G. 

Farragut (later of  “Damn the torpedoes; full speed 

ahead” fame, a Civil War hero and the first Admiral 

of  the U S Navy) to found the Navy Yard in 1854. 

Within two days of  his arrival, Farragut ordered the 

Sloop-of-War Warren over from Sausalito.  The ship’s 

doctor, Assistant Surgeon John Browne, thus became 

the first Navy medical officer to step foot on the new 

shipyard.  He would go on to serve there, on and off, 

for many years.  Warren was Surgeon Browne’s first 

“hospital” and served in the role for two years only to 

be replaced by a much larger ship, the razee USS 

Independence, in 1856. 

There, he cared for the walking sick in the ship’s sick 

bay while patients requiring hospitalization were 

lodged in wooden bedframes suspended from the sick 

bay overhead, or in their own hammocks.  Surgeon 

Browne’s average “inpatient” load was 15 sailors and 

civilian navy yard workers, at a daily cost per patient 

of  “3 cents 8 mills & 1/10.” 

The limitations of  care aboard ship are highlighted by 

the yard surgeon, who wrote to the Navy’s Bureau of  

Medicine and Surgery in 1863 “The frigate 

Independence, particularly in the winter season, is a very 

unsuitable place to treat the sick.  It is cold, wet, and 

open to every wind that blows--”  Washington 

officials, while sympathetic to the plight of  men 

serving in the five-ship Pacific Squadron, 

procrastinated.  Their attention was understandably 

focused on prosecuting the Civil War, not on a little 

Navy Yard in faraway California.  

Seizing the initiative, Surgeon William S. Bishop
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Sloop of War Warren (fragment of a painting by Joseph 

Partridge) Courtesy, The Mariners’ Museum, Newport 

News, VA

(abetted by Yard Commandant Thomas Selfridge) 

drew up his own plans for a hospital—to be 

converted from an unused granary.  Bishop’s 

drawings provided for a 25’ x 25’ first floor ward, a 

24’ x 40’9” ward space above, and called for a large 

cistern for year-round water supply, an attached bath 

(approached from outside), and, nearby, an outdoor 

privy.

Still, Washington resisted, recommending instead that 

sick sailors be sent to the Marine (Public Health) 

Hospital in San Francisco, 25 miles (by water—no 

Golden Gate bridge in those days) distant.  This 

suggestion was met with stiff  resistance by local naval 

authorities--who feared desertion of  sailors not under 

direct observation—and by sailors themselves, who 

didn’t cotton to being hospitalized with merchant 

mariners.

The Bureau finally granted permission for the granary 

conversion in July 1863, and the “Temp Hospital” 

opened on 23 February 1864, just shy of  10 years 

after Farragut’s first arrival on the West Coast.

The “hospital” – it was never commissioned as such, 

so carried the title informally - carried an average 

inpatient load of  30 patients, cared for by a Surgeon
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and a Surgeon’s Steward, until the first permanent, 

and official, hospital, “palatial” by comparison, 

opened in 1871.

Temporary Hospital, Mare Island Naval Shipyard (1864-1871) 

Courtesy Vallejo Naval & Historical Museum

Tom Snyder, a long time Vallejo resident, is a retired 

Kaiser-Permanente urological surgeon and Navy 

Reserve Medical Officer. When he retired from

practice and from the Reserves, he set out to write the 

history of  the Navy’s first west coast hospital, at Mare 

Island. Along the way, he’s given many talks on this 

topic and others related to the history of  maritime 

medicine, and has published scholarly articles on the 

topic. He’s still working on his book about the Mare 

Island Naval Hospital. He’s the founder and executive 

director of  the Society for the History of  Navy 

Medicine. In years past, he blogged maritime medical 

topics at “Of  Ships and Surgeons”.

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

the Mare Island Historic Park Foundation is, “Why is
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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.

A number of  years later Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo,

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

Mare Island Navy Shipyard (right) and Vallejo circa 1860
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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

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 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.  Today 

we call it Suisun Bay.  

According to Platon they passed near 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, losing 

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 there, 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 in English as 

“Mare Island” has lasted since that time.  And so it 

was the Commandante at Monterey, not Vallejo, who 

named these places in the San Francisco Bay area.

We always hasten to add, when we tell people this 

story, that they can choose to believe it if  they wish, 

disregard it if  they want, but it’s an interesting 

explanation on how places in this area got their 

names. Now you have the same choice, to agree or 

disregard this story!

Top: Poto of Dr. Platon Vallejo (Right) and his 

father, General Mariano G. Vallejo (Left).

Bottom: Wells Fargo stationary bearing Dr. Platon

Vallejo’s name. Images from Wells Fargo Archives.
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ABOUT THE FOUNDATION:
The Mare Island Historic Park Foundation is a non-profit dedicated to the 

preservation of the rich and diverse history of the Mare Island Naval 

Shipyard. For more information, tours, and experiences on the Island, please 

visit: mihpf.org

MIHPF Speaker Series:
“Confederate Raiders and Defending San Francisco Bay”

Saturday, Nov. 19, 2022, 3PM at St. Peter’s Chapel, Mare Island

ADA Notice: St. Peter’s Chapel (Building 104) is the oldest Naval chapel in the US. Constructed in 1901, 

the Chapel is listed on the National Register of  Historic Places as a National Historic Landmark. Due to its 

historic significance, this building is not wheelchair accessible [28 C.F.R. 35.150(a)(2)]. National Register of  

Historic Places NRIS Number 75002103. 

For more information: Mare Island Historic Park Foundation at 707-557-4646

Did you know that during the Civil War, the 

flow of  gold from the San Francisco Bay Area 

was vital to funding the Union?

Join us to learn how the Bay Area pulled 

together to obtain a revolutionary new warship, 

the iron clad monitor USS CAMANCHE, to 

counter the threat of  seagoing Confederate 

Raiders. The ship has a fascinating tale, 

spanning from construction in 1864 in San 

Francisco to the docks of  Mare Island in the 

1940’s. The story will come to life in words and 

slides by visiting historian Robert Bailey, who is 

currently writing the definitive book on the 

USS CAMANCHE. All this within the

Construction of  the turret of  the monitor
USS Camanche, San Francisco 1864

majestic and historic St. Peter’s Chapel with its Tiffany Stained Glass windows on full 

display in the afternoon light.

Tickets: https://ConfederateRaiders.eventbrite.com or scan the QR code. 

Tickets $15 in advance, $20 at the door (space permitting). 

Mare Island Historic Park Foundation supporting members are free. 

All proceeds to benefit the Foundation.

https://confederateraiders.eventbrite.com/
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ABOUT THE FOUNDATION:
The Mare Island Hisotric Park Foundation is a non-profit dedicated to the 

preservation of the rich and diverse history of the Mare Island Naval 

Shipyard. For more information, tours, and experiences on the Island, please 

visit: mihpf.org

Christmas Concert at St. Peter’s Chapel

Join in the annual tradition and come hear a medley of  traditional and modern 

Christmas music performed by the Vallejo Choral Society within the historic and 

majestic setting of  St. Peter’s Chapel on Mare Island. Art Director and Conductor 

Derek Tam is joined by pianist Sergio Cabada. This is a 90 minute Christmas 

Program with holiday music including some sing-along classics.

ADA Notice: St. Peter’s Chapel (Building 104) is the oldest Naval chapel in the US. Constructed in 1901, 

the Chapel is significant as a key contributing element of  the Mare Island Historic District and is listed on 

the National Register of  Historic Places as a National Historic Landmark. Due to its historic significance, 

this building is not wheelchair accessible [28 C.F.R. 35.150(a)(2)]. 

National Register of  Historic Places NRIS Number 75002103. 

For more information: Mare Island Historic Park Foundation at 707-557-4646

Dec 18th, 2022 at 2pm, tickets are limited

To secure tickets: visit tinyurl.com/ybfbb3c5

or please scan the QR code to the right

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/st-peters-chapel-christmas-concert-tickets-419123619027
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Corporate Members

We like to thank the following corporate members for supporting the 

mission of  the Mare Island Historic Park Foundation:

A Plus Tree

Mare Island Brewing Company

Mare Island Company

Become a Member TODAY!!
Join the Mare Island Historic Park Foundation (MIHPF)

Membership is Tax Deductible and support the unique story of  the first US Naval Shipyard 

on the West Coast of  the United States! 

Interested? https://www.mihpf.org/support#membership

Want to learn more about Mare Island Historic Park? https://www.mihpf.org/

St. Peter’s Chapel The Admiral’s Mansion

Interested in hosting an EVENT at St. Peter’s Chapel or The Admiral’s Mansion?

Please contact the MIHPF through https://www.mihpf.org/event-rentals

https://www.mihpf.org/support#membership
https://www.mihpf.org/
https://www.mihpf.org/event-rentals

