
� �� � �� � �� 	 	 	 � 
 � �
 � � �� ��� � ��� �

�� � � � � � � � �� � � 	 � 
 � �

� � � � � � � � � 	 � � 
 � � � 
 	 � � � � � 	 � � � � � � 	 � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 
 � � 
 � � � � � 	 � � �

� �� � �� � � � 	
 �� �� � �� � 	
 � � � � �� � 	� � �	

� � � � � � �

� � � � ��� � 	 
 ��� 
� � � �� � � � � � 
 � �� �	 � ��� � �� �
��� � � �� �	 
 �� � 	 	 ����
� 
 � � 	 � � �� � � � 
 � � � �
� � � �
 � � � �� � � ��� ����

The U.S. Naval Historical Center at 
the old Washington Navy Yard will be 
happy to tell you that the first Navy ship 
built on the West Coast, the USS 
Saginaw, was launched at Mare Island on 
2 March 1859. It was 3 March and the 
ship was christened with another name, 
but the Historical Center was right about 
it being Mare Island’s first ship. 

First of all, when the daughter of yard 
commandant Capt. R. B. Cunningham 
broke a bottle of California wine on the 
ship’s bow, she said “ I christen thee 
Toucey.”  Despite there being a written 
U.S. Navy policy for naming sailing war-
ships, it had not been brought up to date 
to accommodate steamships. Without 
official guidance, Cunningham played it 
safe and named the ship after Isaac 
Toucey, the Secretary of the Navy. 

When Cunningham’s report on the 
launching reached the Navy Department, 
Secretary Toucey may have felt flattered 
at being remembered so warmly at Mare 
Island, but he wrote a letter ordering that 
the new ship be named Saganaw, inad-
vertently misspelling the name. Fortu-
nately, someone at Mare Island caught 
the department’s gaffe and the ship be-
came USS Saginaw. The story of Mare 
Island’s early days and Saginaw’s build-
ing is worth going into in some detail. 

In 1854, James C. Dobbin, Secretary 
of the Navy under President Franklin 
Pierce, received authorization for a West 
Coast navy yard, and upon the advice of 

(Continued on page 2) 
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As the American Revolution drew to 

a close, the Continental Navy was in 
sorry shape, with only three ships afloat, 
the 32-gun frigate General Washington, 
another frigate, the 36-gun Alliance, and 
a 20-gun former Indiaman named Duc 
de Lauzun which had been recently pur-
chased from France. 

General Washington had begun the 
war as the privateer Congress, but had 
been captured by the British and re-
named General Monk. Hyder Alley, a 
Pennsylvania state cruiser mounting 18 
guns and under the command of Lieu-
tenant Joshua Barney, had retaken Gen-
eral Monk in April of 1872. She finished 
the war as General Washington. 

Alliance fought the final naval en-
gagement of the Revolution on 10 

March 1783, forcing the British ship 
Sibyl, 28, to surrender, but had to relin-
quish her prize because of two other 
British ships on the scene. Alliance had 
more important matters to attend to, any-
way, as the captain’s cabin held chests 
containing 100,000 milled Spanish dol-
lars, treasure badly needed by a strapped 
Continental Congress. 

Alliance was an interesting vessel, 
quite long and narrow for a 36. She was 
nearly 160 feet long on her deck and 151 
feet long on her berth deck, with a beam 
of only 36 feet. She had a great reputa-
tion for speed and, moreover, usually 
carried 40 guns — 28 18-pounders and 
12 9-pounders. She was built at Salis-
bury Point on the Merrimack River in 
Massachusetts by William and James 

(Continued on page 3) 
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How to Get in Touch 
Mission: History has been asked to provide an 

address for reader communications. E-mail  may 
be sent to this address: 

navhi st @pacbel l . net  
Mail may be sent by conventional post to: 
 Ric Teague 
 2239 Wellesley Street 
 Palo Alto, CA 94306 
Submissions are not encouraged because of 

constraints on the time available for editing. If 
such are sent, they should be sent as e-mail at-
tachments in Microsoft Word 6.0 or as typewrit-
ten copy, double-spaced, accompanied by a 3½-
inch diskette containing the submission in MS 
Word 6.0 for Windows. 
    Quite welcome, however, are suggestions of 
events for coverage. Please offer suggestions two 
months ahead of the anniversary of an event.   
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Commodore Joseph Smith, chief of the 
Bureau of Yards and Docks, selected 
Commander David Glasgow Farragut to 
build and run it. He, his wife and his 
nine-year--old son arrived in San Fran-
cisco Bay on 16 September 1854, after a 
month-long voyage. 

Mare Island, at the mouth of the Sac-
ramento River about 30 miles from San 
Francisco, was desolate, except for a few 
squatters, who Farragut quickly shooed 
off. He and his family lived in an old 
ship until a cottage could be built on the 
island. Over the next year and one-half, 
the new Mare Island Navy Yard took 
shape, and Farragut was rewarded with a 
promotion to captain, then the Navy’s 
highest grade, a year after his arrival. 

By early 1856, Farragut began receiv-
ing ships for repair and soon foreign 
navies were sending ships to Mare Is-
land. But Farragut wanted to build a 
ship, and so informed the secretary. He 
told Toucey that the yard, “with its ap-
pliances,”  was the equal of “any yard in 
the East.”  With no order for new con-
struction in sight, Farragut told the sec-
retary that he was ready for sea duty, 
adding “ I hope that (new construction) 
will be done before long by some other 
commandant.”  

Cunningham arrived during the sum-
mer of 1858 and, on 20 August 1858, 
Farragut left Mare Island — as a captain 
and very much in the Navy Depart-
ment’s eye. He would gain fame and 
become the Navy’s first admiral during 
the coming Civil War. 

Even as Farragut sailed for home, a 
seven-page letter was en route to Mare 
Island with the yard’s first shipbuilding 
order. 

Mare Island Navy Yard is gone now, 
but in 1954 as the Navy Yard prepared 
for its centennial, Lt. Cdr. Arnold S. 
Lott, USN, was stationed there and 
wrote a book about the facility. From 
this work, A Long Line of Ships, we are 
able to tell a little about the construction 

(Continued from page 1) 

and fitting out of Saginaw. 
The seven-page letter instructed Cun-

ningham to build a ship 155 feet in 
length, displacing 508 tons and armed 
with a 32-pounder pivot gun and two 
boat guns. The ship was to carry 100 
tons of coal and provisions for a crew of 
50 for 90 days. Propulsion machinery 
was to consist of two inclined oscillating 
condensing engines operating at 26 revo-
lutions per minute and fed by steam 
from two iron boilers capable of with-
standing 50 pounds per square inch pres-
sure. The machinery was to drive two 
20-foot paddle wheels and the steam 
propulsion was to be supplemented by 
sail. Today, the Bureau of Ships pro-
vides more detail for the construction of 
a whaleboat. 

The ship’s keel was laid on 16 Sep-
tember 1858, she was framed by mid-

December and ready for launching by 
the end of February 1859. Lott found an 
account of the 3 March launching in the 
long-defunct San Francisco Herald. “As 
the beautiful fabric kissed the waters,”  
the paper said getting things in the 
wrong order, “Miss Cunningham per-
formed the ceremony of Naval Baptism 
by breaking a bottle of wine, the gener-
ous fluid being of California vintage.”  

The ship, called Toucey for now, was 
towed to San Francisco, where her en-
gines had been built by Peter Donahue at 
his Union Iron and Brass Foundry. 
Building the engines hadn’ t been a prob-
lem for Donahue, but installing them in 
a ship and hooking them up to the pad-
dle wheels was sailing in uncharted wa-
ters. Even with the help of Mare Island’s 
chief engineer, George Sewell, no one 
knew how to fasten the paddle wheels to 
the shafts. Cunningham had to ask 
Washington. 

Eventually, the ship, now called 
Saginaw, was towed back to Mare island 
where she was fitted out with sails, 
stores, armament and ammunition. An-
chors and cable had to be borrowed as 
did coal, 80 tons of fuel loaned by Pa-
cific Mail Steamship Co. 

On 3 January 1860, Cunningham is-
sued an order to Cdr. James Findlay 
Schenck: “On Thursday morning next, 
you will repair on board the U.S. Ship 
SAGINAW together with your officers 
and crew to assume command of that 
ship, hoist her colors, and put her in 
commission.”  USS Saginaw was com-

(Continued on page 3) 
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missioned at 1000, Thursday, 5 January 
1860, and sailed on her sea trials two 
days later. 

Trials they were, for a fierce north-
west gale lashed the Pacific the second 
day after Saginaw had passed through 
“ the heads,”  as the Golden Gate was 
then called. Yard engineer Sewell re-
ported that the machinery performed in 
fine style and Captain Schenck said he 
was confident his command could face 
any challenge the sea might offer. 

After provisioning at Mare Island, 
Saginaw again sailed through the heads, 

(Continued from page 2) bound on her first voyage. She sailed 
due west for sixty days, to show the flag 
in Shanghai and Hong Kong. From 
Richard H. Dillon’s book, Embarcadero, 
we learn that Saginaw cut quite a figure 
in Honolulu, en route. Dillon quotes the 
Island newspaper, The Friend, with lav-
ish praise. 

Her model is a most beautiful one, 
and as a specimen of naval architecture, 
she reflects credit on California ship-
builders. She was built at Mare Island 
and is intended especially for the service 
of the American Minister in China. She 
has more the appearance of a merchant-
man than of a war steamer.  

By the time Saginaw returned to Mare 
Island, the nation was sundered by the 
Civil War. The Navy by then had re-
quired every officer and enlisted man to 
give his oath of loyalty to the Union. 
Aboard Saginaw, the paymaster, the 
ship’s carpenter, the quartermaster and 
one officer declined to sign, and were 
hauled off to Alcatraz. After four days 
on the rock, they decided they were 
Northerners and were returned to duty. 

In 1870, Saginaw was wrecked on a 
desolate island west of Midway, running 
on a reef at night while under sail, but 
that’s another story.        
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Hackett. 
Rumors of an impending peace were 

circulating in Havana when Capt. John 
Barry loaded the Spanish specie aboard 
Alliance early in March 1783. He put to 
sea, bound for Philadelphia in company 
with Duc de Lauzun, and skirted the 
Florida coast with as much speed as the 
smaller ship would permit. Early on the 
morning of 10 March, the masthead 
lookout reported three strange sail. Barry 
studied the newcomers through his glass 
and decided to make a run for it. He sig-
nalled Duc de Lauzun to stay close and 
crowded on all the sail Alliance could 
handle. 

It soon became obvious to Capt. John 
Green of Duc de Lauzun that he could 
not match Alliance’s speed, even though 
he jettisoned everything he could think 
of, including his guns. By this time the 
three strangers were made out to be the 
British frigates Alarm, 32, and Sibyl, 28, 
and the sloop-of-war Tobago, 18. Once 
more Barry turned to flee, and again 
Green could not keep pace, even though 
he had lightened ship. Just then, a large 
ship appeared on the horizon, bearing for 
the Americans. 

This was a French ship of 50 guns 
that had been in Havana, and the skipper 
of Alarm made her out at the same time 
Barry did, and bore off. Assuming the 
Frenchman would join the fight, Barry 
decided to engage the enemy. Because 
Sibyl was already firing on Duc de Lau-
zun, intervention by Alliance might al-

(Continued from page 1) low Green to escape. 
As Barry moved to put Alliance be-

tween Sibyl and Duc de Lauzun, he cau-
tioned his gunners not to fire until the 
order was given, even though the British 
were now firing at him. He held his fire 
as the range shortened, even when a ball 
from Sibyl smashed into his cabin and 
mortally wounded a man on duty there. 
When the two ships were within pistol 
shot, Barry opened fire. 

The Americans had more guns and 
heavier guns, and their fire was more 
disciplined. Giving Sibyl two or three 
broadsides for each one suffered, Alli-
ance made a wreck of her within a half 
hour, with a mast over the side and her 
ensign shot away. With all of her guns 
silenced, she was ready to be boarded 
and taken, but the presence of Alarm and 
Tobago, which like the French ship, had 
been only spectators to the battle, stayed 
Barry’s hand. 

Alliance had incurred only slight 
damage, so Barry took Duc de Lauzun 
and went to meet the French ship. Why, 
he asked the French captain, had he not 
come to support the American ships? 
With a Gallic shrug, the Frenchman ex-
plained that he thought the whole thing 
might be a British trick to lure him on, 
and he was carrying a half-million dol-
lars worth of gold. But he would join 
Barry in chasing the British ships, which 
were now fleeing. 

The chase went on until nightfall, 
when Alliance and Duc de Lauzun 
sheered off and made for the Delaware 

capes. Seeing a squadron of British ships 
off Cape May, he continued to Newport, 
where he dropped anchor on 20 March. 
Three days later came news that the hos-
tilities had ended on 4 February. Alli-
ance had fought the last battle of the 
Continental Navy.  
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In its “Dates in American Naval His-
tory: March”  the Department of the 
Navy’s Naval Historical Center at the 
old Washington Navy Yard tells us that 
on 7 March 1778 the “Continental Navy 
frigate Randolph captures HMS Yar-
mouth.”  The Center got the date right. 

Randolph did engage Yarmouth but 
did not take her. In fact, after about 20 
minutes of furious gunfire, in which the 
32-gun Randolph was getting the better 
of her 74-gun adversary, the American 
ship vanished from the face of the earth. 
Here’s what happened: 

In February of 1778, Capt. Nicholas 
Biddle put to sea, accompanied by the 
ship-rigged General Moultrie, 18, and 
the brigs Notre Dame, 16, Polly, 16, and 
Fair American, 14, with orders to seek 
out and destroy the British ships block-
ading Charleston in South Carolina. The 
British weren’ t there. They had captured 
so many ships that manning them with 
prize crews had left the fleet short-
handed. They were off recruiting, so 
Biddle took his squadron to the West 
Indies in search of prizes of his own. 

On 7 March, Biddle’s squadron was 
about 150 nautical miles due east of Bar-
bados when a sail was sighted on the 
horizon. It was growing dark as the ships 
closed, and a voice hailed Randolph. 
“Who are you? Hoist your colors or 
we’ ll fire into you.”  

Biddle ordered his first lieutenant, 
William Barnes, to “Give him an answer 
and open fire.”  Barnes called out “We 
are the Continental frigate Randolph,”  
the Grand Union flag broke at the gaff 
and the American’s 12-pounders roared 
out one after the other. The ships were 
so close that men in their tops could hurl 
grenades at the decks of their opponents.  

The two ships exchanged broadsides 
in the darkness, with Randolph firing 
four or five times as often as Yarmouth 
which was getting the worst of it, as her 
mizzen topmast and bowsprit were both 
shot away. General Moultrie and Notre 
Dame took up position on the other side 
of Yarmouth.  

About 15 minutes into the fight, 
Biddle was felled by a musket ball to the 
thigh. As blood gushed from the wound, 
he ordered a chair brought to him and 
summoned the ship’s surgeon to treat 

him as he continued to direct the action. 
With his leg propped up and the surgeon 
dressing his wound, Biddle passed or-
ders to his crew. His gunners continued 
to outshoot the British and Yarmouth 
shuddered with the impact of each 
American broadside.     

Twenty minutes into the action, 
Randolph vanished in an explosion that 
sent a sheet of flame above her masts. 
There remained only a wisp of smoke on 
the surface of the sea.  

The best, and perhaps only, account 
of the explosion is in a letter dated 17 
March 1778 from Yarmouth’s captain, 
Nicholas Vincent, to his admiral. 

On the 7th instant at half past five 
p.m. discovered six sail in the S.W. quar-
ter, on a wind standing to the northward; 
two of them ships, three brigs and a 
schooner. We were then 50 leagues due 
east of this island. 

We immediately bore down upon 
them and about nine got close to the 
weather quarter of the largest and head-
most ship. They had no colours hoisted 
and as ours were then up, I hailed her [to] 
hoist hers or I would fire into her, on 
which she hoisted and immediately gave 
us her broadside which we returned, and 
in about a quarter of an hour she blew up. 

It was fortunate for us that we were to 
windward of her; as it was, our ship was 
in a manner covered with parts of her. A 
great piece of a timber six feet long fell 
on our poop; another large piece of tim-
ber stuck in our fore top gallant sail, then 
upon the cap. An American ensign, rolled 
up, blown in upon the forecastle, not so 
much as singed. 

Immediately upon her blowing up, the 
other four dispersed different ways. We 
chased a little while two that stood south-
ward and afterwards another that bore 
away right before the wind, but they were 
soon out of sight, our sails being all torn 
to pieces…. We had five men killed and 
twelve wounded. 

But what I am now going to mention 
is something very remarkable. The 12th 
following, being then in chase of a ship 
steering west, we discovered a piece of 
wreck with five men on it waving; we 
hauled up to it, got a boat out, and 
brought them on board. They proved to 
be four men who had been in the ship 
which blew up and who had nothing to 
subsist on from that time but by sucking 
the rainwater that fell on a piece of blan-
ket which they had luckily picked up.    
Those four, oddly all members of the 

same gun crew, were the only survivors 
of Randolph’s explosion, from a com-
plement of 315 officers and men. 

The loss of Randolph was a severe 
blow to the American cause, but the loss 
of Biddle was greater. A captain at age 
27, he had the naval training that was 
lacking in so many of the Continental 
Navy’s commanders. That he was coura-
geous is borne out by his willingness to 
fight a ship twice the size of his own, 
and he was regarded as among the most 
intelligent of the Navy’s captains. 

James Fenimore Cooper, in his schol-
arly History of the Navy published in 
1839 wrote of Biddle, “For so short a 
career, scarcely any other had been so 
brilliant.”  


