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Launching festivities lasted most of the day with naval salutes,
speeches, patriotic cheers, an army band concert, and tours of the moni-
tor. Some six hundred invited guests assembled in a building at the wharf
where the contractors provided refreshments. “Wine, wit, and general
good feeling followed the repast;’ according to a contemporary account.
Cheers were given for the contractors, the inventor of the Momnitor, the
Union, the flag, and President Lincoln. One speaker called the Carman-
che “a link in the chain which binds us to the Union, and a guarantee of
the inviolability of our soil from foreign invasion and protection against
domestic traitors.’** Late in the afternoon a member of the San Fran-
cisco opera troupe sang “The Flag of Our Union;’ and the guests all
joined in singing the “Star Spangled Banner.’ As a final note, Senator
Ryan shaved off his year’s growth of whiskers.

For two months following the launching, workmen were busy in-
stalling the engines, pilot house, turret, and other components of the
monitor. Finally in mid-January of 1865 the Camanche was ready for a
trial run and delivery to the Naval Yard. The occasion called for a cele-
bration; therefore two hundred guests came aboard the monitor for the
trip to Mare Island. Two tugs, two steamships, and a revenue cutter ac-
companied the ironclad, and as they moved along the waterfront, flags
of different vessels were dipped, bells rung, cheers shouted, and salutes
fired. A Camanche passenger noted that “A bountiful collation was
spread in the ward room,’ and he added that the guests did “ample justice
to the viands and liquids in the shortest possible space of timel’** The
armada reached the Navy Yard at six in the evening where they dis-
covered that the commandant had no orders or authorization to receive
the vessel. Nevertheless, he took possession in the name of the govern-
ment and ordered a party of Marines aboard to guard the monitor. The
contractors and their party returned to San Francisco that evening
aboard the revenue cutter. “The band played air after air to the crowd
on deck, dances were improvised, and, with a laugh and song, the hours
glided merrily away.”** The maiden voyage of the Cazmanche was con-
sidered a success both in the ship’s performance and the enjoyment of
those who participated.

Official tests of the monitor’s maneuvering ability and of her turret
and guns took place in February, 1865:
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The Camanche . . . was found to answer the helm admirably, enabling her to
turn in all directions with the utmost ease and rapidity. . . . Each gun was fired
once with shot and twice with shell . . . a fifteen-inch shell was fired directly into
the bank. It buried itself deeply in the earth, and exploded with tremendous force,
lifting several tons of soil and rock into the air, and sending up a dense volume of
smoke from the crater formed by the explosion.?*

The tests proved entirely satisfactory, but now that the ship was ready
for service the need for a floating battery no longer existed.

Although a recent book on the Civil War in the West says that the
Camanche patrolled the waters of the Golden Gate during the final
months of the war, the truth is that the war ended some months before
the gunboat was ready for action. Daily entries in the log of the Cazman-
che begin on May 24, 1865, but the monitor was not commissioned until
August 22 of that year. A brief note of that event in the ship’s log reads,
“12 M. Mustered all hands and put the ship in Commission, and hoisted
the colors?’*® During the following year the monitor made several trips
around San Francisco Bay but spent most of the time at the Mare Island
pier. It is interesting to note that the first captain of the ship was Lieu-
tenant Commander Charles J. McDougal, son of the commandant of
Mare Island Naval Shipyard, Captain Douglas McDougal. Irish names
predominated among the Canzanche crew members: the roster included
Flynn, Regan, Flanigan, Sullivan, Brennen, Donovan, Sweeney, Lynch,
Farley, O’Brien, Brophy, and Muldoon.*

Most entries from the log of the Camanche resemble those of other
Navy ships:

Called all hands, scrubbed berth deck; crew employed in general ships duty; exer-
cised crew at great guns, small arms, single sticks, fire quarters, and armed boats;
crew employed washing clothes; inspected all hands and read Articles of War;

twenty men permitted to go ashore until sundown; confined James Berry, Sea-
man, in double irons on bread and water (Drunk).*"

A few items in the log are of unusual interest, such as the entry dated
June 1, 1865, “No work done today on account of a general fast being
ordered by the President for the death of Abraham Lincoln!” Lists of
provisions are also in the log; they reveal some aspects of life aboard a
Civil War monitor. Food items received the week of August 3, 1865,
were 19 sacks of dried beans, 3 sacks of rice, 5 barrels of flour, 4 barrels
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of sugar, 3 barrels of dried apples, 5 barrels of pickles, 3,600 pounds of
salted beef and pork in barrels, 400 pounds of coffee, and 43 bags of
bread. In addition to fresh water and coal taken aboard, other stores in-
cluded a barrel of sperm oil, 5 pounds of lampwick yarn, 2 gallons of
neatsfoot oil, 1 barrel of coal tar, 5 pounds of beeswax, 10 gallons of
turpentine, 5 gallons of linseed oil, 2 pounds of copper rivets, and 5
gross brass screws.

Demobilization and budget cuts at the end of the Civil War forced
the Camanche into retirement. Her decommissioning at Mare Island
took place on September 3, 1866, only a year after the commissioning
ceremony. The monitor’s munitions and stores were unloaded, and the
men transferred to other ships or duty. For the next thirty years the
Camanche rode at anchor as part of the Mare Island “moth-ball fleet”’
By 1880 she had acquired a new wooden superstructure complete with
shingled roof and served first as a warehouse then later as a barracks for
Marines. Towed to San Francisco in 1896, she became a training vessel
for the state naval militia. The monitor was in good repair except for the
deck which, according to a contemporary account, was “rotten as punk,
but as the planking is laid upon an iron deck, there is no danger of the
naval reserve going down below through the seams’** The deck was
then covered with a thick coating of tar and sawdust giving it the ap-
pearance of a prize ring. During the Spanish-American War the Cazzan-
che formed part of the Pacific fleet “ready to defend San Francisco,
Portland and other cities from Spanish privateers’* But the Spanish
navy never threatened the Pacific Coast, and the war ended before the
antique guns of the warship could be replaced with modern ones.

The government career of the Camuanche ended in March, 1899,
when she was sold to the firm of Pantesky, Bircovich, and Livingston
for $6,581.25. Said Mr. Pantesky, “We had a survey made of the Co-
manche [sic] and decided that she was just the boat we wanted for a
freight ferry”’* Her turret, engines, and some iron plates were removed,
but the timbers below deck were eliminated in a novel way—they were
set on fire. “Flames and smoke rolled out of her hull . . . making her a
picturesque sight in the Alameda moonlight. . . . It was a grand sight and
a great finish for the old warship”** After installing hoisting machinery
the hull served as a collier around San Francisco Bay until junked in the
1920’s.
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The curious history of the Camanche covers more than sixty years.
Jinxed from the beginning when she was sunk before being launched,
the monitor never left San Francisco Bay, and her guns never fired a
shot except in practice or as a salute. In addition to serving as a warship
she also functioned as a warehouse, barracks, training ship, and coal
barge. But the Camuanche deserves to be remembered as the first and
probably the last monitor of the Pacific.
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