history of mare island

**The History of Mare Island: From Naval Stronghold to Cultural Landmark**

history of mare island is a fascinating journey through time, reflecting the evolution of American
naval power, industrial innovation, and community transformation. Nestled in the San Pablo Bay
near Vallejo, California, Mare Island has played a pivotal role in the maritime and military history of
the United States. Its story is not just about ships and docks but also about the people, industries,
and cultural shifts that have shaped the region for nearly two centuries.

The Early Days: Mare Island Before the Navy

Long before Mare Island became synonymous with the U.S. Navy, it was home to the indigenous
Patwin people, who thrived in the region for thousands of years. The island itself was named “Isla de
la Yegua,” or Mare Island, by Spanish explorers in the 18th century, a nod to the wild horses that
roamed its grassy hills.

During the Mexican era of California, the island was primarily used for grazing livestock and
remained sparsely populated. It was the strategic location of Mare Island—situated near the
entrance to San Francisco Bay—that eventually caught the attention of the United States
government after California became part of the U.S.

The Birth of Mare Island Naval Shipyard

Establishment and Early Growth

The history of Mare Island took a dramatic turn in 1854 when President Franklin Pierce signed a law
establishing the Mare Island Naval Shipyard, making it the first U.S. naval base on the West Coast.
This decision was driven by the need to protect America’s interests in the Pacific following the
California Gold Rush and the increasing importance of San Francisco Bay as a commercial and
military hub.

Initially, the shipyard was modest, but it quickly expanded as the U.S. Navy recognized its potential
as a key repair and construction facility. Engineers and shipbuilders transformed the marshy island
into a bustling industrial center, complete with dry docks, machine shops, and warehouses. Mare
Island’s dry dock, completed in 1869, was the first on the West Coast and allowed the Navy to
maintain and build a fleet capable of projecting power across the Pacific.

Mare Island’s Role in the Civil War and Beyond

Though geographically distant from the battlefields of the Civil War, Mare Island played a supportive



role by repairing and outfitting Union naval vessels. After the war, the shipyard continued to grow,
reflecting America’s expanding naval ambitions.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw Mare Island at the forefront of naval innovation. The
shipyard was responsible for constructing some of the Navy’s first steel warships and submarines,
marking a transition from wooden sailing ships to modern naval fleets.

Mare Island During the World Wars

World War I Impact

During World War I, Mare Island’s shipbuilding and repair operations ramped up significantly. The
shipyard was crucial in maintaining vessels that patrolled the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans. Mare
Island’s workforce grew rapidly, including a diverse group of skilled laborers, engineers, and
support staff who contributed to the war effort.

The Golden Era in World War 11

The history of Mare Island is perhaps most famously defined by its role in World War II. The
shipyard became one of the most vital naval facilities in the country, producing a staggering number
of warships and submarines. At its peak, Mare Island employed tens of thousands of workers,
including women and minorities who found unprecedented opportunities in wartime industry.

Mare Island was known for its efficiency and innovation, repairing battle-damaged ships and
constructing vessels that played crucial roles in the Pacific Theater. The island’s dry docks hosted
some of the largest warships of the era, and its submarines were instrumental in disrupting enemy
supply lines.

Post-War Decline and Closure

After World War II, the strategic importance of Mare Island declined with changes in naval
technology and military strategy. The Cold War era saw continued, but reduced, operations. By the
1990s, the U.S. government decided to close the shipyard as part of a nationwide base realignment
and closure program.

The closure in 1996 marked the end of an era, leaving behind a sprawling industrial complex and a
community that had grown around the shipyard for generations. The shutdown brought economic
challenges but also sparked efforts to preserve the island’s historical legacy.



Revitalization and Preservation Efforts

Today, the history of Mare Island is preserved through a mix of restoration projects, museums, and
cultural initiatives. The Mare Island Historic Park and other local organizations work to maintain the
shipyard’s buildings and artifacts, offering visitors a glimpse into its storied past.

In addition to historical preservation, Mare Island has been reinvented as a mixed-use area featuring
residential neighborhoods, tech companies, and creative spaces. The blend of industrial architecture
with new development creates a unique environment that honors the island’s naval heritage while
embracing modern growth.

Exploring Mare Island Today

Visitors to Mare Island can explore landmarks such as the Mare Island Museum, which houses
exhibits on shipbuilding, naval history, and local culture. Walking tours often highlight the
shipyard’s dry docks, old warehouses, and the iconic Mare Island Lighthouse.

For history enthusiasts, understanding the layered history of Mare Island—from its indigenous roots
and Spanish naming to its rise as a naval powerhouse—provides a rich context for appreciating this
unique piece of California’s waterfront.

Why the History of Mare Island Matters

The history of Mare Island is more than a story about ships and military might. It reflects broader
themes of American expansion, industrialization, and social change. The shipyard was a catalyst for
economic development in the Bay Area and a symbol of the nation’s growing presence on the world
stage.

Moreover, Mare Island’s history underscores the resilience and adaptability of communities shaped
by shifting economic tides. Today’s efforts to revitalize the island demonstrate how historical sites
can be transformed into vibrant spaces that blend heritage with innovation.

Whether you're a history buff, a naval enthusiast, or simply curious about California’s past, Mare
Island offers a compelling narrative filled with human stories, technological breakthroughs, and
cultural evolution that continues to unfold.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Mare Island?

Mare Island, located in Vallejo, California, is historically significant as the site of the first United
States Navy base on the West Coast, established in 1854.



When was the Mare Island Naval Shipyard established?

The Mare Island Naval Shipyard was established in 1854 and served as a major shipbuilding and
repair facility for the U.S. Navy for over a century.

What role did Mare Island play during World War II?

During World War II, Mare Island Naval Shipyard was a key shipbuilding and repair center,
producing submarines and warships essential for the Pacific theater.

Why was Mare Island chosen as the location for the first West
Coast naval base?

Mare Island was chosen due to its deep-water port, strategic location near San Francisco Bay, and
its proximity to important West Coast shipping routes.

What types of vessels were constructed at Mare Island Naval
Shipyard?

Mare Island Naval Shipyard constructed a variety of vessels including submarines, destroyers,
aircraft carriers, and support ships throughout its operational history.

When did Mare Island Naval Shipyard cease operations?

Mare Island Naval Shipyard was officially closed in 1996 as part of the Base Realignment and
Closure (BRAC) process.

How has Mare Island been repurposed since the closure of the
naval shipyard?

Since its closure, Mare Island has been redeveloped for commercial, residential, and cultural uses,
including museums, wineries, and business parks while preserving its historical heritage.

Are there any museums or historical sites on Mare Island
today?

Yes, Mare Island hosts several historical sites and museums, such as the Mare Island Museum,
which preserves and interprets the naval and industrial history of the island.

Additional Resources
The History of Mare Island: From Naval Stronghold to Cultural Landmark
History of Mare Island unfolds as a compelling narrative of military significance, industrial

innovation, and cultural transformation. Situated in the San Francisco Bay Area, Mare Island has
played a pivotal role in the maritime and defense history of the United States. Its evolution from a



strategic naval shipyard to a hub of redevelopment reflects broader themes of American industrial
growth, wartime exigencies, and post-industrial urban renewal.

The Origins and Early Development of Mare Island

Mare Island, located in Vallejo, California, was originally inhabited by the Patwin people before
European explorers arrived. The island’s name, which translates from Spanish as "Island of the
Mare," is believed to have originated from early Spanish explorers who observed wild mares on the
island. However, the island’s significance began in earnest in the mid-19th century when the United
States Navy identified it as an ideal location for a naval shipyard.

In 1854, Mare Island Naval Shipyard was officially established, marking it as the first permanent
U.S. naval installation on the West Coast. This strategic decision was driven by the need to project
American naval power into the Pacific and to support expanding maritime commerce along the
western seaboard. The site's deep waters and proximity to San Francisco made it an optimal choice
for shipbuilding and repair.

Strategic Importance During the 19th and Early 20th
Centuries

During the Civil War and subsequent decades, Mare Island Naval Shipyard grew rapidly. It became a
critical facility for constructing and maintaining naval vessels, supporting operations that extended
across the Pacific Ocean. The shipyard’s ability to build, repair, and refit a wide variety of ships,
from wooden sailing vessels to steel-hulled warships, underscored its versatility.

The turn of the 20th century saw Mare Island rise in prominence as the U.S. Navy modernized its
fleet. The shipyard contributed significantly to the construction of battleships, cruisers, and
submarines. This period also witnessed technological advancements in shipbuilding techniques and
naval architecture, with Mare Island at the forefront of innovation.

Mare Island During World Wars

The history of Mare Island is inextricably linked to the two World Wars, during which the shipyard
became a linchpin in America’s naval operations. Its capacity for rapid ship construction and repair
was vital for wartime logistics and power projection.

Role in World War I

During World War I, Mare Island Naval Shipyard’s production accelerated to meet the increased
demand for naval vessels. The shipyard built destroyers and submarines, enhancing the Navy’s
ability to patrol and secure vast ocean areas. The wartime surge led to an expansion of facilities and
workforce, which included many women and minority workers stepping into industrial roles.



World War II and Peak Operational Capacity

World War II marked the zenith of Mare Island’s operational importance. The shipyard became a
bustling industrial complex, employing tens of thousands of workers at its peak. It was instrumental
in constructing aircraft carriers, destroyers, and submarines, playing a critical role in the Pacific
Theater.

The shipyard’s unique geographic location allowed for swift deployment of vessels to combat zones.
Mare Island was also a site for innovative submarine development, which contributed significantly to
the U.S. Navy’s underwater warfare capabilities. The wartime boom transformed the island’s
landscape, with new dry docks, machine shops, and support facilities constructed to meet demand.

Post-War Decline and Closure

Following World War II, the strategic landscape shifted, and the demand for large-scale shipbuilding
diminished. The history of Mare Island in the latter half of the 20th century is characterized by
gradual decline and eventual closure.

Changing Military Needs and Economic Impact

The Cold War period saw fluctuating activity at Mare Island, with some modernization but an overall
reduction in naval shipbuilding. Advances in technology and changing defense priorities meant that
many functions were relocated to other facilities. The decline had pronounced economic effects on
the local community, as thousands of jobs were lost.

In 1996, the Department of Defense officially closed Mare Island Naval Shipyard as part of a broader
base realignment and closure initiative. This decision marked the end of over 140 years of
continuous naval operation on the island.

Redevelopment and Cultural Rebirth

Since closure, the history of Mare Island has entered a new chapter focused on redevelopment and
preservation. Efforts have been made to transform the island into a mixed-use area that honors its
heritage while fostering economic growth.

Historic Preservation and Adaptive Reuse

Many of the shipyard’s historic buildings and structures have been preserved and repurposed. The
Mare Island Historic Park Commission actively works to maintain the site’s legacy through
museums, tours, and educational programs. Adaptive reuse projects have converted former
industrial spaces into offices, artist studios, and commercial enterprises.



Economic Redevelopment Initiatives

Mare Island’s redevelopment includes a diverse range of initiatives aimed at creating a vibrant
community. These include residential developments, technology incubators, and recreational spaces.
The island’s waterfront location makes it attractive for tourism and cultural events, providing new
opportunities for Vallejo and the surrounding region.

e Transition from military to civilian use

e Promotion of sustainable development practices

e Integration of historical landmarks with modern infrastructure

Legacy and Significance in Maritime History

The history of Mare Island encapsulates key themes in American naval and industrial history. As the
first West Coast naval shipyard, it symbolizes the nation’s strategic ambitions and technological
progress. Its contributions during periods of conflict underscore the importance of maritime
infrastructure in national defense.

Mare Island’s story also reflects broader economic and social transformations, from industrial boom
to post-industrial redevelopment. The challenges and opportunities faced by the island mirror those
of many former military sites across the United States, making it a case study in balancing heritage
preservation with contemporary needs.

Through ongoing preservation and revitalization efforts, Mare Island continues to serve as a bridge

between past and future, offering lessons on resilience and adaptation within the context of
American maritime history.

History Of Mare Island

history of mare island: The Life of the Late Rear Admiral John Drake Sloat Edwin Allen
Sherman, 1902

history of mare island: The Fyddeye Guide to America's Maritime History Joe Follansbee, 2010
The Fyddeye Guide to America's Maritime History is a one-of-a-kind directory for tall ships,
lighthouses, historic warships, maritime museums, and other attractions you can visit today that
preserve, protect, and interpret our nation's maritime history. Use the Guide to plan a family trip,
map out a heritage travel experience, research your local history, or find a heritage organization to
help you discover the sea captain in your family tree. The Guide covers maritime history attractions
in the Lower 48 states, Alaska, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. More than 200 authentic
tall ships, many offering travel excursions and educational experiences lasting from an hour to
several weeks. More than 300 historic commercial vessels, such as ferries, tugs, and steamboats, as
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well as warships, including battleships, aircraft carriers, destroyers, and small craft dating from the
18th century to the middle 20th century that you can visit. More than 750 photogenic lighthouses
and lightships grouped by East Coast, West Coast, the Gulf Coast, and the Great Lakes. More than
260 family-friendly maritime museums in 37 states and the District of Columbia. Three maps with
suggested itineraries for discovering lighthouses in New England, California, and Michigan. Special
articles on the tall ship Lady Washington, forgotten steamboats on the Okanogan River, the best
lighthouse books, and major maritime festivals. Twenty-five professional photos of key ships and
other attractions. The Fyddeye Guide to America's Maritime History complements Fyddeye, http:
/lwww.fyddeye.com, the Internet's most comprehensive website dedicated to maritime history and
heritage. Fyddeye also features an online community that discusses news about maritime history and
current issues, including preservation of historic ships. You can also share photos and vote in polls
on current events. Visit Fyddeye's pages on Facebook and follow Fyddeye on Twitter.

history of mare island: History of Solano County...and Histories of Its Cities, Towns...etc. ...,
1879

history of mare island: California Exposures: Envisioning Myth and History Richard
White, 2020-03-17 Winner of the 2021 California Book Award (Californiana category) A brilliant
California history, in word and image, from an award-winning historian and a documentary
photographer. “This is the West, sir. When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.” This indelible
quote from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance applies especially well to California, where legend
has so thoroughly become fact that it is visible in everyday landscapes. Our foremost historian of the
West, Richard White, never content to “print the legend,” collaborates here with his son, a talented
photographer, in excavating the layers of legend built into California’s landscapes. Together they
expose the bedrock of the past, and the history they uncover is astonishing. Jesse White’s evocative
photographs illustrate the sites of Richard’s historical investigations. A vista of Drakes Estero
conjures the darkly amusing story of the Drake Navigators Guild and its dubious efforts to establish
an Anglo-Saxon heritage for California. The restored Spanish missions of Los Angeles frame another
origin story in which California’s native inhabitants, civilized through contact with friars, gift their
territories to white settlers. But the history is not so placid. A quiet riverside park in the Tulare Lake
Basin belies scenes of horror from when settlers in the 1850s transformed native homelands into
American property. Near the lake bed stands a small marker commemorating the Mussel Slough
massacre, the culmination of a violent struggle over land titles between local farmers and the
Southern Pacific Railroad in the 1870s. Tulare is today a fertile agricultural county, but its
population is poor and unhealthy. The California Dream lives elsewhere. The lake itself disappeared
when tributary rivers were rerouted to deliver government-subsidized water to big agriculture and
cities. But climate change ensures that it will be back—the only question is when.

history of mare island: Historical Gems of the San Francisco Bay Area Richard Di Giacomo,
2025-05-01 The San Francisco Bay Area is loaded with fascinating and unique historical sites that
represent a broad range of historical events and eras. A resident of the Bay Area or a tourist in town
for a few days can see a wide range of historical sites all within a day's drive of San Francisco. This
book may also be useful for a teacher or parent who is looking for an educational field trip which ties
in with the child's curriculum in a history, literature, or science class. Others may find it interesting
to learn more about the Native Americans or pioneer settlers in a local community. So, whether you
are just curious about what is inside that old historical house in your neighborhood, want to know
how a specific historical event played out in your area, or are just looking for an interesting day trip,
this book has something for you. Many people are familiar with the more famous sites in California.
It is not uncommon to see tourists make a trip to see all of the California missions or Gold Rush
towns, but there are also scores of lesser-known sites within the Bay Area that highlight a particular
historical event or offer a comprehensive overview of the history of that town or region. More than
just a tour guide, the book is broken into sections with essays that acquaint the reader with the
history that is covered by the representative museums or sites. DiGiacomo goes beyond the
traditional city, county, state, and national museums and historic sites that feature famous people,



historic homes and events. He also covers museums devoted to agriculture, business, Hispanic
California, immigration, military posts, mining, Native Americans, transportation, sports, as well as
science and technology. He thoughtfully includes key information on each museum such as its
location, web address, hours of operation, cost, and what a visitor can expect to encounter. Over 220
historical sites are listed.

history of mare island: Bureau of Ships Journal , 1953

history of mare island: An Architectural Guidebook to San Francisco and the Bay Area
Susan Dinkelspiel Cerny, 2007 An Architectural Guidebook to San Francisco and the Bay Area is the
definitive guide to the history and architecture of the nine San Francisco Bay Area counties. This
compendium has been written and photographed by Susan Cerny and twelve Bay Area experts and
provides a historic record of how the area developed to became what it is today, and discusses
transportation systems, city and suburban landscape plans, public parkland, California history, and
economic, social, and political influences. Included are San Francisco Victorians, civic buildings,
churches, parks, grand Period Revivals, and rustic Arts and Crafts homes, as well as significant
vernacular buildings in less publicized neighborhoods and towns. Features include: Buildings by all
major San Francisco Bay Area architects from the 1860s to the present. More than 2,000 entries.
Architectural landmarks in every Bay Area county, arranged by chapter: San Francisco, San Mateo,
Santa Clara, Alameda, Contra Costa, Solano, Napa, Sonoma, and Marin. More than 100 cities, towns,
and neighborhoods. A history of architectural styles popular in the Bay Area. More than 20,000
copies sold of our previous architecture guide to the Bay Area.

history of mare island: The Other Side of September Don Musselman, 2014-04 After service
in Korea, Don Madison, a Corpsman in the Navy, visualized a happy life with his irresistible fiancé,
Hanna Bentley who was so much in love with him when he left for Korea, but how does he react
when he returns after a year and finds she is pregnant? Feeling betrayed and crushed, he's
transferred to Mare Island Naval Hospital in California. Upon arrival, he discovers his new Superior
Officer is a woman. Lt. Erin O' Quinn is a gorgeous redhead with blue eyes and a body to die for.
Erin does all the right things for him to fall in love with her. But she causes friction when she
acquires a newfound friend, Douglas Arrington III, whom she met on an airplane while flying home
for Christmas. Don is suspicious of how close the relationship is between Erin and Douglas. He
wonders if she is still a virgin or just pretends to be. She doesn't want to let Don go, but he feels she
is secretly seeing Roger without his knowledge. Will Don discover whether he is wrong about his
mistrust of Erin or will he find he was right in his assumption of her actions? Don finds life was not
as confusing in the poor coal mining town where he was raised. But, if all that has happened with
Hanna and Erin is not enough, he finds himself being arrested for armed robbery and murder while
on leave in San Francisco. Will he be able to prove his innocence? the Other Side of September is
filled with excitement and surprises that will make it difficult to put the book down.
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United States. Bureau of Naval Personnel, 1948
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sketches: Letters T through V. Appendix: Tank landing ships (LST) United States. Naval
History Division, 1981
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Legislature of the State of California California. Legislature. Assembly, 1953

history of mare island: The Military History of California Justin M. Ruhge, 2005

history of mare island: A Memorial and Biographical History of Northern California , 1891

history of mare island: A Memorial and Biographical History of Northern California, Illustrated
, 1891

history of mare island: Ghost Fleet P. W. Singer, August Cole, 2015-08-03 What will the next
global conflict look like? Find out in this ripping, near-futuristic thriller. The United States, China,
and Russia eye each other across a twenty-first century version of the Cold War, which suddenly
heats up at sea, on land, in the air, in outer space, and in cyberspace. The fighting involves
everything from stealthy robotic-drone strikes to old warships from the navy’s “ghost fleet.” Fighter
pilots unleash a Pearl Harbor-style attack; American veterans become low-tech insurgents; teenage
hackers battle in digital playgrounds; Silicon Valley billionaires mobilize for cyber-war; and a serial
killer carries out her own vendetta. Ultimately, victory will depend on blending the lessons of the
past with the weapons of the future. The debut novel by two leading experts on the cutting edge of
national security, it is unique in that every trend and technology featured in the novel is real, or
could be soon Praise for Ghost Fleet‘A wild book, a real page-turner’ The Economist ‘Ghost Fleet is a
thrilling trip through a terrifyingly plausible tomorrow. This is not just an excellent book, but an
excellent book by those who know what they are talking about. Prepare to lose some sleep’ D. B.
Weiss, writer of HBO’s Game of Thrones ‘It’s exciting, but it’s terrifying at the same time’ General
Robert Neller, commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps
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