history of mare island

history of mare island traces the evolution of a significant naval and
industrial site in California, revealing its transformation from a remote
island to a pivotal naval shipyard and, more recently, a center for cultural
and economic redevelopment. Mare Island, located in the San Francisco Bay
Area, holds a rich legacy intertwined with American maritime history,
military advancements, and regional development. This article explores the
island's origins, its establishment as the first U.S. Navy base on the West
Coast, its critical role during major conflicts such as the Civil War and
World War II, and its eventual closure and repurposing in the late 20th and
early 21st centuries. Understanding the history of Mare Island provides
valuable insights into naval innovation, industrial growth, and community
transformation in Northern California. The following sections will detail the
island’s early discovery and settlement, its naval era, and its contemporary
redevelopment efforts.

Early History and Geographic Significance

Establishment of Mare Island Naval Shipyard

Role During Major Conflicts

Technological and Industrial Contributions

Closure and Redevelopment

Early History and Geographic Significance

Pre-European and Indigenous Presence

Before European exploration, Mare Island was inhabited by the Patwin people,
a subgroup of the Wintun tribe native to Northern California. The island's
natural resources and proximity to water made it an important area for
fishing, hunting, and gathering. The Patwin community utilized the island’s
diverse ecosystems sustainably for centuries, leaving behind archaeological
evidence of their presence.

European Discovery and Naming

Mare Island received its name during the Spanish exploration of the late 18th
century. In 1775, Spanish explorer Juan Manuel de Ayala charted the San



Francisco Bay, naming the island "Isla de la Plana"” but it later became known
as Mare Island, derived from the Spanish word "marea," meaning tide or sea,
reflecting its maritime importance. The island's strategic location near the
Carquinez Strait, a vital waterway connecting the Sacramento-San Joaquin
River Delta to the San Francisco Bay, underscored its future military and
industrial value.

Early Economic Activity

During the 19th century, Mare Island was primarily used for agriculture and
grazing, with limited settlement activity. Its fertile soil and access to
fresh water supported farming and livestock operations. The island’s
proximity to the rapidly growing city of San Francisco also made it a
strategic point for trade and transportation, setting the stage for its
military utilization.

Establishment of Mare Island Naval Shipyard

Founding and Strategic Importance

The Mare Island Naval Shipyard was officially established in 1854 as the
first United States Navy base on the West Coast. This development was driven
by the strategic necessity to protect American interests in the Pacific
following the California Gold Rush and the acquisition of California by the
United States. The Navy selected Mare Island for its deep-water access and
defensible position near San Francisco Bay.

Early Construction and Facilities

The initial construction of the shipyard included dry docks, repair shops,
and administrative buildings. Over time, the shipyard expanded to include
multiple dry docks, machine shops, foundries, and housing for naval
personnel. Mare Island became a self-sufficient naval base, capable of
building, repairing, and maintaining a wide variety of naval vessels.

Growth and Expansion in the Late 19th Century

Throughout the late 1800s, the shipyard grew in size and capability,
reflecting the increasing importance of a strong naval presence on the
Pacific Coast. Mare Island's shipyard was instrumental in supporting the U.S.
Navy’s transition from wooden sailing ships to steel-hulled steam-powered
vessels, marking a period of significant technological progress.



Role During Major Conflicts

Civil War Contributions

During the American Civil War, Mare Island Naval Shipyard played a crucial
role in building and repairing ships for the Union Navy. The shipyard’s
location on the West Coast ensured the protection of Pacific maritime routes
and contributed to the blockade strategies employed during the conflict.

World War I Efforts

In World War I, Mare Island expanded its operations to meet wartime demands,
focusing on the construction of destroyers and submarines. The shipyard also
provided overhaul and repair services for vessels deployed in the Pacific
theater, supporting the overall naval war effort.

World War II as a Naval Powerhouse

Mare Island reached its peak activity during World War II, becoming one of
the most important naval shipyards in the United States. The shipyard
constructed numerous warships, including aircraft carriers, cruisers, and
submarines, and repaired thousands of vessels damaged in combat. The
workforce grew to tens of thousands, including many women and minority
workers contributing to the wartime industrial surge.

Post-War Military Use

Following World War II, Mare Island continued to serve as a vital naval
repair and maintenance facility during the Korean and Vietnam Wars. However,
advances in naval technology and changing defense priorities gradually
reduced the shipyard’s role over the following decades.

Technological and Industrial Contributions

Innovation in Naval Engineering

The history of Mare Island is marked by significant technological
advancements in shipbuilding and naval engineering. The shipyard was among
the first to incorporate steel hull construction and modern dry dock
technology on the West Coast. Mare Island also pioneered submarine
construction and repair techniques, making it a leader in undersea warfare
capabilities.



Workforce and Industrial Impact

The shipyard’s operations fostered a robust industrial community, including
skilled tradespeople, engineers, and laborers. Mare Island became an economic
engine for the region, contributing to the growth of nearby Vallejo and
surrounding areas. The diverse workforce included immigrants and veterans,
reflecting broader social changes in the U.S. workforce during the 20th
century.

Environmental and Structural Challenges

Over its operational history, Mare Island faced various environmental and
structural challenges, including land subsidence, contamination from
industrial processes, and seismic risks associated with its location near
major fault lines. Efforts to address these issues have been integral to the
island’s redevelopment initiatives.

Closure and Redevelopment

Decommissioning of the Naval Shipyard

The Mare Island Naval Shipyard was officially closed in 1996 following a
nationwide base closure program aimed at reducing military expenditures. The
closure ended over 140 years of continuous naval activity on the island,
leaving behind extensive infrastructure and environmental remediation needs.

Transition to Civilian Use

Since closure, Mare Island has undergone significant redevelopment efforts
aimed at transforming the former military base into a mixed-use community
with residential, commercial, and cultural spaces. Historic shipyard
buildings have been repurposed for museums, offices, and artisan workshops,
preserving the island’s maritime heritage while fostering economic
revitalization.

Current and Future Development Plans

Today, Mare Island continues to evolve as a site for innovation, tourism, and
community engagement. Plans include expanding residential neighborhoods,
enhancing public waterfront access, and promoting sustainable development
practices. The reclamation of Mare Island stands as a model for the adaptive
reuse of former military sites.



1. Establishment as the first U.S. Navy base on the West Coast in 1854

2. Critical shipbuilding and repair support during the Civil War, World
Wars, and later conflicts

3. Pioneering advancements in naval engineering and submarine technology
4. Closure in 1996 and transition to a civilian mixed-use community

5. Ongoing redevelopment focused on historic preservation and economic
renewal

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Mare Island
in California?

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. It played a crucial role in naval shipbuilding and repair for over a
century.

When was the Mare Island Naval Shipyard established
and why?

The Mare Island Naval Shipyard was established in 1854 to provide a strategic
naval facility on the West Coast of the United States. It was intended to
support the growing Pacific Fleet and to enhance naval capabilities during a
period of westward expansion.

What were some key contributions of Mare Island
during wartime?

During World War I and World War II, Mare Island Naval Shipyard was a vital
shipbuilding and repair center, producing and servicing numerous vessels
including submarines and battleships. It significantly contributed to the
U.S. Navy's operational readiness in the Pacific theater.

How did Mare Island influence the local economy and
community?

Mare Island Naval Shipyard was a major employer in the Vallejo area, shaping
the local economy and community life. The shipyard attracted workers,
supported families, and led to the development of housing, schools, and



infrastructure in the surrounding region.

When and why was the Mare Island Naval Shipyard
closed?

The Mare Island Naval Shipyard was officially closed in 1996 as part of the
Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) process aimed at reducing excess military
infrastructure after the Cold War. The closure marked the end of over 140
years of naval operations on the island.

What is the current status of Mare Island and how 1is
its history preserved?

Today, Mare Island has been redeveloped for civilian use, including
residential, commercial, and cultural purposes. Many historic buildings and
shipyard facilities have been preserved and are part of heritage sites and
museums that commemorate the island's naval history.

Additional Resources

1. Mare Island: The Rise and Fall of California’s First Naval Shipyard
This book chronicles the establishment and development of Mare Island Naval
Shipyard, California’s first naval base. It explores the shipyard’s crucial
role in American military history, particularly during World War II. The
author delves into the daily lives of the workers and the technological
advancements made on the island.

2. Shipbuilding on Mare Island: Crafting America’s Naval Legacy

Focusing on the industrial and engineering feats at Mare Island, this book
highlights the shipbuilding techniques and innovations introduced there. It
offers detailed accounts of the vessels constructed and the skilled labor
force behind them. The narrative also addresses the challenges faced during
wartime production.

3. Mare Island’s Waterfront: A Social History

This volume provides an intimate look at the community that developed around
Mare Island Naval Shipyard. It covers the social, cultural, and economic
impact of the shipyard on Vallejo and surrounding areas. Stories from
workers, families, and local businesses paint a vivid picture of life on and
near the island.

4. The Forgotten Fleet: Mare Island During the Cold War

Examining the shipyard’s role after World War II, this book discusses Mare
Island’s strategic importance throughout the Cold War era. It highlights
military missions, technological updates, and the eventual decline of the
naval base. The author also addresses the environmental and political issues
tied to the base’s operations.



5. Mare Island and the Pacific War: A Strategic Stronghold

This book details Mare Island’s critical contributions to the Pacific Theater
during World War II. It covers ship repairs, refits, and construction that
supported U.S. naval operations. The narrative includes personal testimonies
from servicemen and shipyard workers involved in the war effort.

6. Preserving Mare Island: From Naval Base to Historic Landmark

Focusing on the post-closure era, this book examines efforts to preserve Mare
Island’s rich naval heritage. It discusses restoration projects, museum
initiatives, and the challenges of converting a military site into a public
historical area. The book serves as a guide to Mare Island’s current status
and future prospects.

7. Women of Mare Island: Breaking Barriers in a Naval World

Highlighting the often-overlooked contributions of women at Mare Island, this
book brings to light their roles in shipbuilding, administration, and
community life. It explores gender dynamics and the gradual inclusion of
women in traditionally male-dominated naval occupations. Personal stories
provide insight into the evolving workforce.

8. Industrial Giants: The Machinery and Tools of Mare Island Shipyard

This technical history focuses on the machinery, tools, and infrastructure
that powered Mare Island’s shipbuilding operations. It details the evolution
of shipyard technology from the 19th to the 20th century. The book appeals to
readers interested in industrial history and maritime engineering.

9. Mare Island Through the Lens: Photographic Histories of a Naval Base
Featuring rare and archival photographs, this book offers a visual journey
through Mare Island’s history. Images capture ship construction, daily life,
and significant events at the naval base. Accompanying captions and essays
provide context, making it an engaging resource for historians and
enthusiasts alike.
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