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History is Important in Sausalito 
Clearly, the City of Sausalito officially places a high value on its history.  

The Historic Context Statement of Marinship prepared by Knapp & VerPlanck in 2011 
includes this statement on the evolution of Sausalito’s awareness of its history.  

“Growing concerned over the loss of historic buildings, in 1976 the City of Sausalito adopted regulations 
to designate historically, architecturally, and culturally significant local landmarks and historic districts. 
In addition to establishing the Historic Landmarks Board (HLB) and creating the Downtown Historic 
Overlay Zoning District in 1981, the City established an inventory of specific properties that appeared to 
warrant recognition for their special historic, architectural, or aesthetic value. … there are several 
industrial buildings associated with the city’s shipbuilding industry, including Marinship Building No. 30 
– the Mold Loft – which is designated as a “Noteworthy” structure.” 

In 1980, Sausalito submitted a Nomination Form to place our Downtown area in the 
National Register of Historic Places.  Item 8 “Significance” concludes with this statement: 

“During the past two years the Landmark Board and the Sausalito Historical Society have worked to 
acquaint residents of the heritage of their town. Newspaper articles, lectures, slide programs, walking tours 
of the district, public meetings and finally a Historic District brochure. All of these efforts have increased 
the public's awareness and participation in the destiny of their city, Sausalito.” 

In our Sausalito Historical Society “bible”, Jack Tracy’s 1983 Sausalito Moments In Time, 
pages 174-5 is a photo of Downtown in 1954.  Part of the caption reads:  “Any proposed 
exterior alteration in the structures within the district must be submitted to the Sausalito 
Historical Landmarks Board and approved by the Community Appearances Advisory 
Board.”        

Continuing that kind of attention to detail in 2020, the Historic Preservation Commission 
meets monthly to advise the Planning Commission, and the City Council. 

And, exhibiting the same continuity of care, the Sausalito Historical Society proudly 
displays its Mission Statement on its website::  “The Sausalito Historical Society collects 
and preserves art, artifacts, photographs and printed materials that document Sausalito’s 
history; provides access to the collection for public and academic research; and develops 
publications and outreach programs to inspire local interest in Sausalito’s history to educate 
the visiting public and enrich the community.”   

The Sausalito Historical Society Directors feel that history should be an element of 
consideration in civic affairs. The philosopher George Santayana taught us that “Those 
who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it". 
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Any conversation about Marinship’s WW2 era would include: 

• The miraculous, “over-night” creation of the shipyard, starting in March 1942 to 
the completion of its first vessel, the William A. Richardson that September;   

• Utilizing an assembly line method of production to build 93 freighters and tankers;  
• Building ships and adapting to changing conditions as construction facilities were 

being built through the yard; 
• Growing to a peak daily employment of 20,000 workers, in three shifts, meaning 

almost 7.000 employees were coming in at the same time as 7,000 were leaving, 
three times each day; 

• Creating 700 apartments and 800 detached or semi-detached homes in Marin City, 
and dormitories for 1,000 behind Sausalito’s Distillery. 

• The recruitment and mass migrations of African-Americans (particularly from 
Louisiana and Mississippi) to the Bay Area to find employment in the Ship Yards. 

• Joseph James vs. the Steelworkers Union 
      These last two topics will be discussed later in this report 

The stories have been told in print: 

• Marinship at War, Shipbuilding and Social Change in Wartime Sausalito, Charles 
Wollenberg, Western Heritage Press, 1990 

• Build Ships, Wayne Bonnett, Windgate Press, 2020 
• World War II Shipyards by the Bay, Nicolas A. Veronico, Arcadia Publishing, 

2007 
• Marinship (Images of America), Eric J. Torney, Arcadia Publishing, 2018 
• Marinship:  The History of a Wartime Shipyard, Sausalito, California 1942-1945, 

Richard Finnie, Marinship Corporation, 1947 
• Numerous articles contributed by the Sausalito Historical Society to the Marin 

Scope 
• Stories told in the SHS Newsletter:” Moments in Time” 

In 2017, the Sausalito Historical Society worked with the City and NGOs to coordinate the 
75th Anniversary Celebrations of the 1942 March Creation of Marinship and Launching of 
the William A. Richardson in September of that year.   All of the statements above are 
irrefutable facts.   

Much of what happened to and in Marinship during the ensuing years is more subjective, 
and open to interpretation.  
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The End of the War  
World War 2 in the Pacific ended surprisingly, dramatically, suddenly.  Marinship, which 
had shifted to repairing ships, building large transport barges and planning to construct 
“Dagwood” barges which could be linked to create instant harbors (like those created off 
the coast of France in the Summer of 1944), was abruptly shut down, as those products 
were no longer needed. 

 

What to do With Marinship ? 
Since 1946, there has been almost an unending series of studies, reports, inventories of 
buildings, and business directories of the Marinship.  Perhaps the most significant have 
been:  

• “Sausalito Waterfront and Marinship Vision”, commonly referred to as the WAM 
Report, May 18, 2010; 

• “Marinship Business and Land Use Inventory Report” March 2011, created by 
Sausalito’s CDD, principal researcher Albert Corners; and 

• Historic Context Statement, Marinship June 2011, by Knapp & Verplanck   

However, there are many, many fascinating stories about our Marinship from the period 
after World War Two, right up to today.  Perhaps the most visible is the wide variety of 
dwellings, on the shore, in the docks, and out on Richardson’s Bay. 

 

A Short History of Waterfront Living on Richardson Bay 
Larry Clinton, SHS President from 2008 – 2014 and Councilmember Joan Cox were 
interviewed by KQED for a story titled “From Arks to Anchor-Outs: The History of 
Waterfront Living on Richardson Bay. The reporter was Ryan Levi, it was broadcast on 
April 18 2019.  Here is a link to the podcast. 
https://www.kqed.org/news/11739421/from-arks-to-anchor-outs-the-history-of-waterfront-living-on-
richardson-bay 

In a region dealing with an immense housing crisis, it's not surprising that some people have turned to the 
water to find an affordable place to live. 

Starting in the 1880s, rich San Franciscans built houseboats on the waters around Belvedere and Tiburon 
to use as weekend retreats and summer homes. They referred to their boats as "arks," which featured 
arched roofs, decks at either end and French doors at the bow. 

https://www.kqed.org/news/11739421/from-arks-to-anchor-outs-the-history-of-waterfront-living-on-richardson-bay
https://www.kqed.org/news/11739421/from-arks-to-anchor-outs-the-history-of-waterfront-living-on-richardson-bay


                                           SHS Marinship Statement to City Council  Aug 28 2020 

 

Page 4 
 

A thriving social scene grew up around these Victorian arks. There was swimming, boating and parties — 
and boardwalks were built to connect the boats to land. 

The earthquake and fires of 1906 turned some of these pleasure arks into full-time homes after their 
owners' homes in San Francisco were destroyed. Over the next 30 years, most of the arks moved in from 
the open waters. They were either moored to shore or transported onto land to become traditional homes. 

During World War II, the Sausalito waterfront was transformed into a shipyard known as Marinship. At 
its peak, Marinship employed 20,000 workers pumping out vessels for the war effort. 

"And when the war was over, the Bechtel Corporation, which had been running the shipyard, just 
abandoned it," said Larry Clinton, former president of the Sausalito Historical Society. 

A former shipyard worker, Don Arques, acquired much of the land and excess Marinship materials, and 
began offering them to returning soldiers and free-spirited artists who were looking for cheap housing. 

"(Arques) allowed them to grab a leftover lifeboat, build a little superstructure on it, pull it onshore and 
live aboard it for free," Clinton said. "So that became the genesis of this community." 

Over the next several decades, the community would flourish, growing into an anarchistic and passionate 
collective that helped shape Sausalito's image as an artist's paradise. Beatniks and bohemians like Allen 
Ginsberg and Shel Silverstein found refuge on the water, which was filled with eclectic vessels ranging 
from the barely buoyant to floating works of art. 

"There were many, many very weird boats, sloppy homemade things, piles of junk," said Jeff Costello, 
who moved to the water from the East Coast as a musician in the 1970s. "There was a little thing called 
the Donald Duck boat, which was a 22-foot metal lifeboat with a cabin on it and two front windows, and 
made to look like Donald Duck." 

Most of the boats at this time were tied up along shore — and like Haight-Ashbury across the bridge in 
San Francisco, drugs, sex and rock 'n' roll fueled a raucous party scene on the water. But also like the 
hippies in the Haight, the party wasn't allowed to go on uninterrupted. 

As early as the 1950s, officials tried to curtail and clean up the water dwellers, focusing on the houseboats' 
lack of sewage hookups and an old Sausalito plan to build a canal system to try and get rid of the boats. 

Decades of legal battles, heated committee hearings and physical skirmishes between police and boaters 
followed. 

Things got really serious on June 7, 1971, when Marin County sheriff's deputies pulled their guns on one 
resident who refused to give up his boat, which they had a court order to remove. For the next decade, 
officials and boat owners continued to spar in what has come to be known as the Houseboat Wars. 

In the late '70s, a detente of sorts was reached, after the building of five permanent marinas where "floating 
homes" could permanently dock and get linked to utilities and sewage. Yet some saw this as gentrification 
of the waterfront, and some of the boats made the move to open water to become anchor-outs.   (A long 
segment about Sausalito’s Anchor-Outs has been omitted by Taylor; at the time of the interview, this topic was very much in the news.)     

https://www.theava.com/archives/23500
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Sausalito City Councilwoman Joan Cox says Sausalito has reduced the number of boats in its waters from 
more than 70 a few years ago to just 27 at last count.  

The Artist Colony 

An often told yarn is a tourist in downtown Sausalito asking a local “Where are all the 
artists?”  Without elaboration, the local simply replies “In the Marinship”.   

We can assume part of the reason for this can be attributed to the conditions alluded to in 
the previous section.  But another part of the story is the gradual transition of the Yard 
Office and Mold Loft Building, now called the ICB (Industrial Center Building).  For years, 
the ICB had tenants with large spaces, like West Marine, and Sutter Sales.  A statement 
issued when the ICB was hosting their 2016 Open Studios stated:  

“The Marinship area is now a vigorous community of artists, marinas, houseboat neighborhoods, marine 
industry and restaurants featuring local cuisine. The repurposing of the ICB as an artists’ collective that 
began in the 1950’s is now a vital part of waterfront history. The creative energy in the ICB has evolved 
over the years bringing the contemporary arts scene to the historic waterfront with “one hundred artists 
under one curved roof.” 

Artists have also found workspaces at 10 Liberty Ship Way, and many nooks and corners 
throughout Marinship. 

Every Labor Day weekend since 1956, we’ve gathered together at the Sausalito Art 
Festival.  Except this year, 2020.  From the SAF 2019 Website:  

More than 260 award-winning artists from around the country and 30,000 patrons flock to the 
waterfront village of Sausalito, California, on Labor Day weekend for the annual Sausalito Art 
Festival. One of the oldest, most prestigious and most anticipated open-air art events in the country—
the Sausalito Art Festival has set the standard for quality, variety, innovation and scope of artistry for 
more than 60 years.  

Celebrated for its entertainment lineup, special exhibitions and cornucopia of food, beer and wine — 
the Festival transforms the charming seaside village of Sausalito, California into a three-day 
“Camelot” of art and community.  

Artists are selected by a rigorous jury process and exhibit a range of work, including painting, 
sculpture, drawing, ceramics, glass, fiber and fashion, wood, photography, mixed media and more. 
The Festival is considered by artists, art collectors, and art fair fans to be a must-see event, and 
Sausalito itself has long been regarded as one of the world’s great artist communities and a community 
legendary for its excellent restaurants, shopping and access to breathtaking natural beauty and outdoor 
activities. Together, the Festival and community attract enthusiastic attention, top artists and 
international visitors to its waterfront location. 

In a synopsis of Sausalito history, former SHS President Larry Clinton wrote in 2015 
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As abruptly as it began, the war effort ended. What took its place defined Sausalito for the next several 
decades. Attracted by Sausalito’s striking beauty and cheap rents, artists, writers, musicians, actors, 
hippies and even a former bordello owner took refuge here, bringing their culture and free-thinking to 
Sausalito. Some of the most notable were Sterling Hayden, Alan Watts, Shel Silverstein, Otis Redding, 
Jean Varda and, of course, Sally Stanford. 

Those who came created a bohemian aura that persists to this day, giving the town its reputation as an art 
colony and literary enclave. For many during that time, life was also a party in Sausalito, and famous 
haunts such as Zack’s, Juanita’s, No Name Bar and the Trident made for great entertainment. 

The SHS column in the July 08 2015 Marin Scope was entitled “Creative Scrounging on 
the Waterfront”, by Annie Sutter, an excerpt from her book titled The History of Issaquah 
Dock. 
 

Beginning in the 1950s, the area from Gate 3 to Waldo Point, already an established waterfront community 
of artists and craftsmen, working people and families, became inhabited by people seeking a new life, or 
at least, a different one. Once called bohemians and beatniks, then hippies, young people heard about the 
scene in Sausalito where it was said “the living was free and easy.” 1967, the year of the “Summer of 
Love” in San Francisco, brought the flower children from the Haight Ashbury scene, creative and 
footloose, to Sausalito. College dropouts, already rebels before they arrived, decided to hang out, a gal 
who came to visit liked the scene stayed, an engine mechanic or an out of work boatwright found lots of 
jobs available, paid and unpaid. A seemingly endless supply of materials left from Marinship, abandoned 
vessels lying on the shore, their owners gone or disinterested, provided the perfect venue for finding an 
alternative lifestyle. Slowly the newcomers moved in, left pretty much alone by the accommodating 
landowner, Donlon Arques. They arrived in droves and settled in at Gates 3, 5 and 6. They built homes, 
or shacks, or just flop houses on top of anything that floated. And there were many things that floated to 
choosefrom. 
 
The newcomers floated new/old abodes on unfinished hulls, barges, tugboats, camels, lifeboats, landing 
craft; on Styrofoam blocks, net buoys lashed together, floats, scaffolding for servicing ships, pilings tied 
together. Even boilers from one of the ferryboats served as flotation. Living quarters placed atop the 
various flotation materials were built from construction boxes, old cars, motor homes, abandoned trailers, 
a VW bus, pilot houses from utility barges, the crow's nest from a crane barge, and even a chicken coop 
was put into service. An aging sailing vessel was fitted out with telephone poles for masts as it was being 
readied for a sea voyage. 
 
Little communities sprang up, linked by loyalty to one another, and by labyrinthine walkways, rickety 
docks, and single board gangways. A loose confederation of groups and sub groups gathered around 
certain barges or piers and were often separated by intricate systems of catwalks, drawbridges and gates. 
A common feature was wacky architecture, dangling electric wires, pilfered electricity, and no sewage 
facilities. 
 
Differing opinions of this growing community are not hard to find. From the Marin Scope in 1968: 
 
“Waldo Point is an alternative community that came into being through a mixture of collective aberrations 
and spontaneous events. A warren of ramshackle junks, arks, hutches, rotting barges, battered 
ferryboats,...where the tidewaters slush over a graveyard of shattered hulls, abandoned marine gear, 
discarded bedsprings, tires, refrigerators, broken pots and rotting timbers.” A far more pleasant scene ... 
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“Smaller boats gathered around the ferry, side tied and connected by planks or rickety walkways. Families 
with kids, dogs and cats and chickens were part of the little groupings tied alongside Issaquah. Activities 
included music, sea chanteys, puppet shows, mask making, boatbuilding, herring fishing,” and “sailing 
boats were floating playgrounds as kids shinnied up and down the lines to the tops of the masts.” 

 
These last two selections are representative of a large amount of “documentation” about 
the spirit of the Marinship from 1946 up through the 1960’s.  The Sausalito Historical 
Society’s weekly columns in the Marin Scope have continued to visit this continuing 
environment.  
 
A Comment on Current Maritime Activity in Marinship 
 
For decades, written communication of the Sausalito Historical Society was consistently 
elevated by the editing and writing efforts of Margaret Badger.  This topic alone could fill 
a volume.  Fittingly, the SHS defers to a letter written by her husband, Tony Badger to the 
GPAC in July 2018.  
 
Presently, Sausalito is in eminent danger of losing its historic shipways and marine railways and the 
businesses that depend on them.  Among those businesses are:  

• Aqua Maison (in business at this site for over 30yrs) building and servicing our internationally 
famous houseboat community.  Only the marine rails are capable of launching and hauling these 
large structures. 

• Bayside Boat Works - in continuous operation for over 25yrs. hauling our ferries, tugboats, S.F. 
fireboats and other large craft that are too burdensome for existing travelifts.  They have recently 
electrified several ferries and plan to do more. 

• North Bay Boat Works - famous for restoration of large classic wooden yachts that are delicate and 
need the continuous structural support that can be achieved with the railways. 

Although these business generate millions of dollars of revenue, they have no long term leases to provide 
protection for the heavy investment necessary to keep the rails and equipment in good running order.  
They are now on a month to month basis.  The private ownership of the site has provided little to no capital 
improvements.  This situation puts the businesses and the railways in a very insecure position.  And if 
they fail, it would be no surprise that new more lucrative development would be proposed and we would, 
once again, loose more of our maritime heritage and working waterfront. 

 

Over the last decade, many studies of this area have been made and all have strongly recommended that 
these marine rails and business should be given protection and support.  Among these studies are the 
following: 

• WAM Report (2010) - pg. 51, Support the use and development of the six existing marine railways 
& retain the working waterfront. 

• Marinship Steering Committee (2013-2015) - Determined the highest priority was to save and 
protect our marine railways. 
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• Placeworks Report (2013) consultants to the City under a 40K contract - Section 2.7 - Protection 
for the marine rails:  Any update of the Marinship Specific Plan include protection for the 
Marine Rails area with boundaries shown in Section 2.7. 

• Ver Plank Report (2005) - pg. 3, acknowledges the significant alterations to the Site but argues 
that they remain eligible (on a historic basis) because no other Bay Area Emergency shipyard 
from WWII retained as much of its critically important shipways as Marinship does. 

These marine railways are a major part of what is remaining of our maritime heritage and working 
waterfront.  A great responsibility rests with you to secure their future. 

Respectfully, Tony Badger (WAM & Marinship Steering Committee member) 

 

A Comment on Current Innovative Activity in Marinship 

The Sausalito Historical Society has first-hand experience with Marinship businesses 
exhibiting these traits in the last few years as we created the Ice House Plaza.  SWA was 
more than our architects, they were partners, artistic designers and counselors to us.  Marin 
Made crafted the Donor Panel in such a manner that it’s an artistic statement.  
 
In the Covid-19 crisis, artists and fabricators in the Marinship are doing their part, as 
reported in the City of Sausalito’s website: 
 

Marinship Businesses Respond to COVID-19 
Post Date: 04/10/2020 6:00 PM 

 
The Marinship Emergency Medical Manufacturing (MEMM) Group has been formed as a local 
response to the COVID-19 crisis. 
 
Hundreds of plastic face shields are being produced at Universal Sonar Mounton Gate 5 Road and will 
be donated to emergency medical workers and provided free of charge to Sausalito first responders. 
Universal Sonar Mount is also developing a PAPR (powered air purifying respirator). The efforts of 
MEMM were featured recently by KRON-TV and the Marin IJ. 
 
Other efforts underway in the Marinship include face coverings produced by Tres Nomads and the 
new Port and Provisions meal delivery service. Port and Provisions is serving dozens of at-risk seniors at 
no cost. Meals are delivered by members of the Working Waterfront. 
 

We all know there is much more to the current maritime activity in Marinship, and trust 
that some of those hand-on knowledgeable individuals and groups are and will share their 
thoughts with the Council.    

 

https://universalsonarmount.com/
https://www.kron4.com/features/kron4-heroes/sausalito-maritime-company-makes-face-shields-to-give-hospitals-across-the-country/
https://www.marinij.com/2020/04/06/sausalito-waterfront-workers-manufacture-plastic-face-guards-for-nurses
https://tresnomad.com/
https://www.portandprovisions.com/
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Marinship and Civil Rights 
Larry Clinton penned this article for the SHS column in the Marin Scope of July 06, 
2016.  The principal source was “James vs. Marinship” by Charles Wollenberg. 
The integrated workforce at Marinship during WWII has often been hailed as a watershed in the U.S. civil 
rights movement.  But it took a California Supreme Court decision to make it happen. 
 
Marinship had a closed-shop contract which required that all shipyard construction workers must be 
members of the union. According to the book “James vs. Marinship: Trouble on the New Black Frontier,” 
African Americans were forced to join Auxiliary A-41, an all-black unit controlled by Boilermakers Local 
6.  In 1943, more than 200 African Americans who refused to pay the A-41 dues were fired.  One of them, 
Joseph James, filed a lawsuit in Marin County Superior Court to stop their dismissal. Among the points 
made in the case was that the threatened dismissals would constitute a breach of the anti-discrimination 
provisions in Marinship's contracts with the Maritime Commission. A summary of the case at 
http://scocal.stanford.edu points out that the shipyard was owned by the United States and operated by 
Marinship Corp. under contracts containing provisions that Marinship would not discriminate against any 
worker because of race, color, creed, or national origin. The Marin court issued a preliminary injunction 
against the union and Marinship Corporation, but those defendants countered by contending that a state 
court had no jurisdiction over a labor controversy in the shipbuilding industry, because shipbuilding 
affects interstate commerce, so “jurisdiction over labor disputes lies in the National Labor Relations 
Board.”  Eventually, the case wound its way to the California Supreme Court in 1944, where it was argued 
by notable African American attorney Thurgood Marshall, among others.  The unanimous decision in 
favor of James and the other workers rejected the jurisdictional argument, and held that if a closed-shop 
contract was in place and that workers must be union members in order to work, then unions cannot be 
closed to any members based on their race or any other arbitrary conditions.  True integration had come 
to Marinship at last. 

Thurgood Marshall later distinguished himself by arguing before the United States Supreme Court in the 
case of Brown v. Board of Education, winning a decision that desegregated public schools. He was 
eventually appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court by President Lyndon Johnson in 1967. 

Joseph James was well known in Marinship.  As a singer, He frequently entertained his 
fellow workers, and occasionally, guests and celebrities.  Here’s the Mill Valley Record’s 
coverage of Marinship’s first launch in September 1942.  Note, the last name in the first 
paragraph.  

Mill Valley Record, Volume XLIV, Number 77, 29 September 1942 
Marinship Launches Liberty Vessel 

Monster Crowd Cheers at Ceremony For SS William A. Richardson 
 
A CROWD estimated at 20,000 people, composed largely of families of the shipyard workers, witnessed 
the initial launching from the new Marinship yard at Sausalito Saturday afternoon, when the SS William 
A. Richardson slid into the quiet waters of Richardson bay. Speaking by direct telephone from 
Washington, D. C., Admiral Emory S. Land, chairman of the United States Maritime commission and 
Admiral Howard L. Vickery, vice chairman, participated in the colorful launching ceremonies. Speakers 
included K. K. Bechtel, vice president in charge of Marinship; W, E. Waste, general manager; S. D. 
Bechtel, president of the W. A. Bechtel Co., and also head of the California Shipbuilding Corporation at 

http://www.sausalitohistoricalsociety.com/2016-columns/2016/7/6/marinship-and-civil-rights
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Terminal Island: C. W. Flesher, West Coast regional director for the Maritime commission, and Eugene 
J. Riley, shipfitter, representing the men who built the ship. The sponsor for the launching was Mrs. 
Edward H. Winkler, wife of a Marinship carpenter, and Mrs. Ralph G. Perkins, mother of three sons 
working on the graveyard shift, was matron of honor. The women were chosen by a yard committee which 
in turn was selected by a drawing. The Marinship employees’ band made its Initial appearance in uniform, 
under the direction of Ralph Murray, famed for his Exposition and Golden Gate Park bands. Joseph 
James, negro welder and radio singer, also took part in the program.  

80% COMPLETED When the SS William A. Richardson slid down the ways it was 88 percent complete, 
including all mechanical installations. It will be possible to deliver the ship o the Maritime commission 
during October. The Liberty cargo vessel is one of 12 to be built by Marinship before the yard is convened 
for tanker production. The SS William A. Richardson was named for the first port captain of Yerba Buena, 
now San Francisco. Captain Richardson operated the first ferry boat service on San Francisco bay and 
made his home at Rancho Saucelito, the site of the present shipyard being a part of his holdings. Captain 
Richardson married Maria Martinez, daughter of the Commandante of the Presidio, in 1825. They had a 
son and daughter and an interesting sidelight of Saturday’s launching was the attendance of two grandsons, 
two granddaughters, five great grandchildren and two great-great-grandchildren. Introductions included 
Harry Morrison, head of Morrison-Knudsen Co., Boise, Idaho, one of the member firms of Marin 
Shipbuilding division of W. A. Bechtel Co. 

In our time, Sausalito’s Working Waterfront Coalition refers to Marinship as “hallowed 
ground” on their website. 

WORLD WAR II YEARS 
 In 1942, W.A. Bechtel Co. and the United States Maritime Commission created Marinship by destroying 
the 35 homes in the Pine Hill neighborhood with dynamite and bulldozing the hill to fill Richardson’s 
Bay.  Not only was a Sausalito neighborhood sacrificed for this temporary shipyard, but the 24/7 schedule 
of this effort led to the death of workers in industrial accidents during the construction of the Liberty Ships 
and Tankers.  To the residents of Sausalito, and the nation, Marinship is hallowed ground.   A total of 93 
ships were built in 3 1/2 years. Including setting a world record with the SS Huntington Hill, constructed 
and delivered in 33 days. 
  
In a related effort, Marin City was created to house 6000 workers.  The Marinship Shipyards were the site 
of incidents that provided a key early milestone in the civil rights movement.  In 1944 in the case of James 
v. Marinship the California Supreme Court held that African Americans could not be excluded from jobs 
based on their race, even if the employer took no discriminatory actions. In the case of Joseph James, on 
whose behalf the suit was brought, the local Boilermakers Union excluded Blacks from membership and 
had a "closed shop" contract, forbidding the shipbuilder from employing anyone who was not a member 
of the union. African American workers could join an auxiliary of the union, which offered access to fewer 
jobs at lower pay. Future US Supreme Court justice Thurgood Marshall successfully argued the case, 
winning a ruling that the union be required to offer equal membership to African Americans. The Court 
extended the ruling to apply explicitly to all unions and all workers in California. 
 
In 2016, the Marinship Machine Shop was nominated for listing in the National Register 
of Historic Places.  (That document cites many references to the works by Finne, Bonnet and 
Wohlenberg, which this report notes in the opening section.)   Page 27 includes: 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_rights_movement_(1896%E2%80%931954)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Supreme_Court_of_California
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_Americans
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_Americans
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_Americans
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Supreme_Court_of_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thurgood_Marshall
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A future Marinship Historic District may be eligible under Criterion B for its association with Joseph 
James…whose work as a “flying squad” welder would most likely have been performed in the shipways. 
 

The “Spirit of Marinship” 
 
On page 7, this document summarized the information presented to that point as examples 
of the spirit of Marinship. The word “spirit” isn’t broad enough.  Add the words: creative, 
innovative, freedom, uninhibited, playful, joyful, artistic, musical, sharing, historical… 
 
These terms defy quantification, monetizing, and surveying.   
 
Yet, I submit, these are the qualities that we honor about that phase of the Marinship.   
 
And, I suggest that these qualities have persisted in abundance in the five decades since the 
1960’s.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
We return to the opening paragraphs of this report: 
 
History is Important in Sausalito 
Clearly, the City of Sausalito officially places a high value on its history.  

The Historic Context Statement of Marinship prepared by Knapp & VerPlanck in 2011 
includes this statement on the evolution of Sausalito’s awareness of its history.  

“Growing concerned over the loss of historic buildings, in 1976 the City of Sausalito adopted regulations 
to designate historically, architecturally, and culturally significant local landmarks and historic 
districts.”   
The bold type in the previous sentence was added by Taylor.   

 
As you make decisions about the future of Marinship, please consider the 
historical facts and the cultural significance of this “hallowed ground”. 

 

Jerry E. Taylor 

Sausalito Historical Society, President 
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