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A Message From Our President
Kent Fortner, President, MIHPF

On behalf of the board, I want to thank all our stakeholders for their 
support in 2022 and emphasize how excited we are about 2023! On 
January 17, 2023, Representatives Mike Thompson (CA-04) and John Garamendi (CA-08) provided the MIHPF with a 
presentation check for $1.2 million dollars as a federal community benefit appropriations funds grant. A special thanks 
goes out to the multitude of individuals and organizations that provided letters of support which secured congressional 
endorsement for this grant. This grant will provide our Foundation the ability to begin the renovation process on historical 
structures we maintain. This year I’m happy to announce we will open a library that will used for research, physical and 
digital access to Foundation materials. Continuing from last year, our speaker series has expanded to include more 
inspiring presentations across a broader range of topics. We have expanded our offerings of docent led tours of St. Peter’s 
and the Island. We continue to rent out the chapel for weddings and other events and ceremonies, as well as renting the 
beautiful grounds of the Admiral’s Mansion, which continues to be the event rental venue of choice for larger events on 
Mare Island. Lastly, we are continuing, long term, to pursue a suitable location for our future museum in or near the 
historic district at Mare Island. I hope you enjoy this edition of Farragut’s Press. 

Brendan Riley’s Solano 
Chronicles: New plans for old 
shipyard prison by Brendan Riley

The Navy’s first land-based prison, on the former Mare 
Island Naval Shipyard north of San Francisco, has been off 
limits for years due to chemical contamination. But new 
cleanup proposals could lead to the use of the historic 
prison for housing or commercial-industrial purposes.
The cleanup options are under review by the state 
Department of Toxic Substances Control, which has 
opened a one-month public comment period, scheduled to 
end Feb. 22. Other entities with a stake in the process 
include the Navy, shipyard developers, the Mare Island 
Restoration Advisory Board and the city of Vallejo.

The prison, listed as Building 84-84A, was known years ago 
throughout the Navy as “Old 84,” with a reputation as one 
of the toughest federal prisons. It started out in 1868 as a 
one-story brick building and was expanded over the years 
to house about 650 inmates. In use for 78 years, the prison 
shut down in 1946 following World War II.

After the war, the Navy used the building for various 
purposes. At some point, it became contaminated with 
polychlorinated biphenyls, or PCBs, man-made chemicals 
found in a wide range of materials, which led to talk of 
possible demolition. Now known to cause cancer and other

The Navy’s ‘Old 84’ prison still stands on Mare Island. 
(Courtesy photo) 
severe health problems, the chemicals were banned in 
1979.

Following the closure of Mare Island Naval Shipyard in
1996, Lennar Mare Island became the island’s main 
developer. While ownership and control have since gone to 
a new developer, the Mare Island Co., Lennar still will 
oversee the “Old 84” PCB issues and will look to the Navy 
for cleanup funding.

Navy prisons were established following an 1850 
congressional ban on the brutal flogging of sailors with a 
“cat o’ nine tails.” Following the ban, the Navy tried 
alternative punishments ranging from loss of pay or rank to

http://www.mihpf.org/
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ashore without leave, staying drunk for two days. 

A search of old newspaper files turned up many accounts 
of escapes, including a Nov. 23, 1893, San Francisco Call 
report about three inmates who cut through bars in the 
prison tower, where they had been doing some cleanup 
work. They used hammock ropes to lower themselves 
about 40 feet to the ground, swam across the Napa River 
to nearby Vallejo, hopped a freight train to San Francisco 
and stowed away on a steamer bound for Canada.

In 1920, six prison inmates seized rifles and ammunition 
and escaped after overpowering and kidnapping  Marine 
guards. A Sept. 6, 1920, Sacramento Union account stated 
that the escapees were recaptured 20 miles away in  
Cordelia after a gunfight with 25 Marines pursuing them. 
Two of the Marines were wounded.

Stories about escape attempts continued up to World War 
II. In mid-1943, a sailor on an outside work crew fled after 
seizing a guard’s submachine gun. He was caught nearly 
two months later working on a ranch in Nevada. The same 
man escaped again the following December, fleeing with 
another inmate in a stolen Navy ambulance. They were 
caught a week later in Utah.

The prison news wasn’t only about inmates. A Sept. 10, 
1911, story in the Sacramento Union recounted the bizarre 
tale of Capt. Arthur Matthews, the Marine warden of the 
prison, who committed suicide in Florida several months 
after embezzling about $3,100 in prison funds – the 
equivalent of more than $90,000 in current dollars. While 
on the run, Matthews wrote about crossing into Mexico 
and joining up with revolutionaries before returning to the 
states.

confinement in ship brigs, in irons and subsisting on bread 
and water.

But there was a clear need for a formal prison system, and 
that system was pioneered with the purpose-built prison on 
Mare Island. Other lock-ups were built later by the Navy, 
but didn’t last as long. Next in length of service was the 
Navy prison in Portsmouth, N.H., which closed in 1973 
after 61 years.

The former Mare Island prison is located on Flagship 
Drive on the west side of the shipyard. A contract for its 
construction was awarded in early August 1868, and the 
work was described as “about completed” in a Dec. 12, 
1868, Vallejo Evening Chronicle article. A second story 
was added in 1892, followed by additions in 1901, 1902, 
1908 and 1938.

Advocates of prison restoration include retired Navy Capt. 
Rodney Watterson, author of Whips to Walls, a 2014 book 
that describes the Navy’s efforts to revamp its discipline 
system following the 1850 ban on flogging. Watterson says 
the demolition of “Old 84” would result in “the permanent 
loss of an important relic of naval history.”

Sailors and Marines who served time in “Old 84” included 
convicted deserters, mutineers, men who plotted to rob 
and kill superior officers – and others who just made stupid 
mistakes.

A series of 1912 stories in the Los Angeles Herald and San 
Francisco Call told of the adventures of a Navy deserter, 
Jack R. Mosby, who wound up in the Mare Island prison 
after serving as a general in a Mexican rebel army. Mosby 
claimed to have served under different flags in Africa, 
Cuba, South America, the Philippines and China. He said 
he deserted because of the boredom of U.S. Navy service 
“in times of peace. It got on my nerves.”

USS California sailor George Boyog began a 15-year prison 
term on Mare Island in 1935 following a bold attempt to 
steal the ship’s payroll while at sea. The so-called 
“battleship bandit” planned to force the disbursing officer 
to open the ship’s safe, take thousands of dollars in cash, 
and then kill the officer and throw his body overboard. But 
the officer fought back and Boyog, armed with a revolver, 
knife and bayonet, was overpowered.

An 1897 news story told of a USS Philadelphia sailor 
named Patrick Mullen who was sentenced to 12 to 18 
months in the prison after losing his temper when a Marine 
stepped on a deck he had just painted. Mullen swore at the 
Marine, doused him with a bucket of water, and then went
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The Robotic Age by Barbara Davis

Much attention is given today to the robots that are taking 
away the many non-skilled worker jobs. It is considered by 
many to be 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 that 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, Maryland.

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. It is like today’s 3-D printers.

But unlike some machines today, this workstation did not
Mare Island Flexible Manufacturing Workstation. (Photo 
collection, AMRF Files, NIST).

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. It 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.
All this was nearly forty 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 was.

Navy Relief  Society Carnivals by 
Barbara Davis

In the early days of the American military there were no 
retirement benefits, health benefits or survivors’ benefits 
and so naval personnel would often ”pass the hat” to help 
the families of their colleagues. In 1904 a group of naval 
officers and their wives formed an official organization 
called the Navy – Marine Corps Relief Society. The first 
proceeds to fund the society were from an Army-Navy 
football game in Philadelphia in January 1904, and during 
the first year the society distributed about $9,500. During 
WWI paydays were often delayed and interest free loans 
were given to families “to tide them over” and eventually 
this also included loans for medical care.
But “passing the hat” was a firmly rooted tradition and 
Navy Relief Society “events” became a major part of 
raising funds to aid Navy and Marine families in need. At 
Mare Island for many years those events were either shows 
or carnivals. We have photos from the 1920s which 
indicate the shows at that time were primarily the typical  

variety show or revue. They included ventriloquists and 
skits with performers in all kinds of foreign costumes from
Chinese to American Indian to Spanish and Mexican. And 
there were lots and lots of young girls who were most likely 
dancers.  Many of the performers appeared to be members 
of the local military community.

Perhaps one of the most extravagant of the Navy Relief 
Society events was the Navy Relief Society Carnival of 
1934, which was chaired by the base commandant, Admiral 
William Yancey, and one of the primary movers behind the 
carnival was a master showman himself, Chaplain Maurice 
Witherspoon. If you have ever been to St. Peter’s Chapel 
and looked closely at the roof you will see a rather strange 
metal contraption in the middle which looks like it might 
be a bell-shaped siren. In fact, it is a loudspeaker system 
that was installed during Chaplain Witherspoon’s tour of 
duty at Mare Island. His services were so popular that there 
were too many people to fit into the chapel and seats were 
placed outside with the speaker system installed, so all 
could hear his sermons. It might also be noted that he was3
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not above dressing like a circus ringmaster during special 
events.

But the Navy Relief Carnival of 1934, held October 4-6, 
was an extravaganza to outdo all others. There were
three major guests during the carnival, one featured each 
day of the event. Least known was Joyzelle Joyner, an 
“exotic film danseuse” as she was billed, who had starred in 
“The Sign of the Cross” and was featured on the first night.  

The second night the guest of honor was Max Baer, a 
boxer and a resident of Livermore, CA, who in June 1933 
had beaten Max Schmeling, a German fighter. Schmeling 
was Hitler’s favorite and he helped to perpetuate in 
America, at Hitler’s direction, that there was no 
persecution of the Jews in Nazi Germany. Baer, who was 
half-Jewish, wore boxing trunks which had the Star of 
David on them, and he defeated Schmeling with little 
effort. That same year he starred in a film “The Lady and the 
Prizefighter” with Myrna Loy, a major star of the time. In 
June 1934, Baer fought the World Champion Primo 
Carnero and knocked him down 11 times during the 
match. Baer then became the newly crowned World 
Heavyweight Champion. While at the carnival, Baer had 
dinner at the “government cafeteria” where he attracted 
thousands of people, many of them friends who lived in 
Vallejo. It was said that he primarily spoke of his brother, 
Buddy, who was also an aspiring boxer and who later, 
according to John Osborn, a former Yardbird, sold cars at 
the Lincoln dealership in Vallejo in the early 1950s. (For 
those not old enough to remember those times, Baer’s son, 
Max Baer, Jr. starred as Jethro in the hit TV program, The 
Beverly Hillbillies.”)

But the greatest attraction at the carnival was the famous 
film star and the Navy’s “Little Sister” as she had been 
christened by Secretary of the Navy, Josephus Daniels, on
the USS Texas in San Diego in 1918, when she first 
became involved with Navy Relief. Also known as 
“America’s Sweetheart,” the star was Mary Pickford. The 
original invitation to Miss Pickford, according to the local

Joyzelle Joyner as Ancaria in 
“The Sign of the Cross”

papers, was delivered by a “handsome young naval officer.”  
The arrangements included Miss Pickford being met at the
train when she arrived by 20 naval officers and escort by  
Chaplain Witherspoon, who accompanied her throughout 
her visit to Mare Island.

By the time of the carnival, Pickford was past the peak of 
her film career which started to decline with the advent of 
“talking pictures.” However, she had made 51 films in1909, 
worked for the famed director D.W. Griffiths and was 
hired by the new studio called Paramount Pictures. Her 
first starring role was in 1914, Tess of Storm Country, which 
sent her career “into orbit.”  She starred in 52 films, but 
more importantly she was an astute businesswoman who 
with D.W. Griffiths, Charlie Chaplin and Douglas 
Fairbanks, who later became her husband,  formed United 
Artists as a film studio which still exists today, though not 
strictly as a film studio. Probably due to her work with 
Navy Relief, after WWI Pickford started the Motion 
Picture Relief Fund, and it, too, still exists today, though 
the name has changed.

This carnival was a huge success. When the officer in 
charge of finances for the carnival made his final report, 
the three-day carnival had raised $12,450.74, an amazing 
amount during the years of the Depression.
Based on today’s dollar the final take would have been over 
$220,000. Probably no event at Mare Island has ever raised 
more funds in such a short time.

4

Max Baer, defeating Max Schmeling 1933

Mary Pickford, with cat

America’s Sweetheart
Mary Pickford
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Six historic ships could move from the San Francisco 
waterfront to Mare Island. (National Maritime Park photo)|

Brendan Riley’s Solano 
Chronicles: Historic ships may 
tie up at Mare Island by Brendan Riley

A century ago, ships lined the seawall of  the former Mare 
Island Naval Shipyard. As part of  a $102.3 million National 
Maritime Park project, history could repeat itself  with the 
park’s old ships, now at Hyde Street Pier in San Francisco, 
tying up at Mare Island while the deteriorating pier is 
replaced.

Half  the funding, already authorized by Congress, would 
be spent on the pier project. The rest would pay for the 
temporary relocation of  the six historic ships and costly 
restoration of  one, the 1890 steam ferryboat Eureka, at 
299 feet in length reportedly the largest existing wooden 
ship in the world.

Besides the Eureka, the vessels that must leave the Hyde 
Street Pier for a few years include the iconic Balclutha, an 
1886 square-rigged sailing ship; the C.A. Thayer, an 1895 
lumber schooner; the Alma, an 1891 scow schooner; the 
Hercules, a 1907 steam tug; and the Eppleton Hall, a 1914 
paddlewheel tug.

All six ships that could move about 25 miles north to Mare 
Island are important relics of  a significant period in 
American nautical history, and all but the Eppleton Hall are 
National Historic Landmarks.

Mare Island’s historic Drydock No. 1 could be used for the 
keel-up rebuilding of  the Eureka, but there are some 
unresolved questions about that. The issues include 
permits, dredging, lease terms and liability questions, and

potential problems in activating machinery that hasn’t been 
used in decades.

The concerns have been mentioned by Mare Island 
Drydock Co., which now operates the old shipyard’s No. 2   
and No. 3 drydocks and would be like to expand to nearby 
Dry Dock No. 1. But the Eureka rebuilding in Dry Dock 1
would take three or more years – much longer than the
typical time frame for ships in the company’s hands for 
maintenance and repairs.

The Mare Island Co., the Southern Lands-Nimitz Group 
entity that owns much of  the shipyard and currently 
controls all the drydocks, hopes to find a solution that 
would serve both the private drydock company and the 
National Park Service, which oversees the San Francisco 
National Maritime Park.

Balancing the interests of  business and the importance of  
history always is a challenge. In this case, the scales ought 
to tip in favor of  history given the significance of  the 
wooden-hulled, double-ended Eureka and Mare Island’s 
Drydock No. 1, which also has been designated a National 
Historic Landmark.

While the drydock use is problematic, mooring the 
Maritime Park’s five other ships on the Mare Island seawall 
would be relatively easy to accomplish. The ships could 
head to Mare Island by next fall for a scheduled stay until 
mid-2026. That stay would be extended if  there’s any delay 
in completing the Hyde Street Pier work.

If  the ships are moored at Mare Island, the Park Service 
may arrange to have some and possibly all of  them open to 
the public, just as they are now at the Hyde Street Pier. 
There’s also a small boat shop at the pier, where volunteers 
and employees help preserve the park’s collection of  
smaller vessels, and part of  that activity could shift to Mare 
Island.

“This project’s success would dovetail well with other Mare 
Island initiatives, and we’re going to do what we can to 
help bring it to fruition, “says Brian Nagy, Mare Island Co. 
senior vice president for operations. That includes working 
with the company’s tenants, like Mare Island Drydock, to 
find “an achievable plan,” Nagy said.

Kent Fortner, president of  the Mare Island Historic Park 
Foundation, says the prospect of  the historic ships coming 
to Mare Island is “thrilling to contemplate.” He also backs 
the use of  Drydock No. 1 for work on historic ships, 
noting that the idea has been supported for years by the 
foundation.
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Moving ahead with the National Park Service project, 
briefly detailed in a 649-page NPS budget document, 
seems like a no-brainer. The historic ships now at the Hyde 
Street Pier draw millions of  tourists – nearly 2.6 million
just in 2021 — and Mare Island and Vallejo, just across the 
river from the former shipyard, would benefit from at least 
some of  that tourism traffic while the ships are at Mare 
Island.

Also, the rebuilding of  the Eureka, one of  the most 
impressive remaining examples of  traditional American 
wooden shipbuilding, would provide good-paying jobs for  
people who have expertise in working on historic ships.
The Park Service estimates the rebuilding project would 
employ about 80 people.

There are some definite benefits for the Maritime Park 
fleet. Compared to Hyde Street Pier’s location near the 
mouth of  San Francisco Bay, there’s far less water 
turbulence in the Mare Island Strait – the name for the 
stretch of  the Napa River that runs between Mare Island 
and Vallejo – where the ships would be moored. Also, the 
river water, while brackish, isn’t as salty and corrosive, and 
there’s less of  a problem with teredos or other wood-
boring marine organisms that can damage wooden hulls.
In terms of  maritime history, Mare Island is hard to beat. 
The shipyard was established in 1854 as the Navy’s first on 
the West Coast. By the time it was shut down in 1996 due 
to federal budget cuts, Mare Island had produced more 
than 500 ships and submarines including the battleship 
USS California and the cruiser USS San Francisco. Its 
central industrial core, with many pre-Civil War buildings, 
has been designated a National Historic Landmark.
Drydock No. 1, where the Eureka could be rebuilt, is an 
architectural marvel with its own unique history. Work on 
the drydock, the nation’s first on the West Coast, began on 
Aug. 13, 1872, and for the next two years “men with picks 
and shovels labored like ants to remove 83,000 cubic yards 
of  earth,” Arnold Lott wrote in A Long Line of  Ships, his 
classic book about the shipyard.

After the excavation, the huge hole was lined with 37,000 
cubic yards of  cement and a mountain of  granite, hauled in 
five-ton blocks from Sierra foothill quarries. The last block 
of  granite was put in place on Feb. 18, 1891 – nearly 19 
years after the digging began. From the standpoint of  
historic engineering, it has been described as one of  the 
most remarkable examples of  stone masonry construction 
anywhere in the United States.

Upcoming Events
Flyway Festival

February 10 - 12, 2023,
throughout Island

“Incredible Journey”- Speaker Series
March 4, 2023, 3:00 PM, at Chapel

“Mare Island Hospital” – Speaker Series
April 30, 2023, 3:00 PM, at Chapel

Memorial Day Celebration – Navy League
May 29, 2023, ttime TBD

“USS Saginaw” – Speaker Series
The date and time TBD, at Chapel

Founders Day 
September 16, 2023, time TBD

PedalFest
September 24, 2023, from 8:00 AM - 5:00 PM 

at the Mare Island Brewing Co.

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 Co.
• Savage and Cooke Distillery
• Paramount Pictures
• WETA Ferry System.



F a r r a g u t ’ s  P r e s s First Edition - 2023

7

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 Co.

Mare Island Co.

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
https://www.mihpf.org/
https://www.mihpf.org/event-rentals

