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THE EPIC OF THE SIBYL MARSTON 
Submitted by Karen Esehen Schuller 

And the contemporary "visit" to California of the 
GREAT WHITE FLEET 

The Life of the Sibyl Marston 
The San Francisco Earthquake 

The first article appeared July 7, 1906 
Damaged in the 1906 Quake 

"W.A. Boole and Sons has begun construc­
tion of a large steam schooner for the Sibyl-
Marston Company. It will be named the Sibyl 
Marston and is to be one of the largest of steam 
schooner class on the Pacific. Some of the 
frames for the vessel were in place at the time of 
the great San Francisco earthquake (in April 
1906) hut were shattered and all work is 
beginning anew." That damage was done across 
the San Francisco Bay. 

One of the Largest 
The Sibyl Marston was a Wood Steam 

Schooner built in Oakland, California. It was 
215 ft. long, its breadth was 42 ft., and depth 
was 16.6 ft. It weighed 1086 tons. 

The ship was built in 1907 for the Sibyl 
Marston Company, a single ship coiporation in 
which Rschen and Minor were largely invested, 
The officers and directors were: Capt. W. H. 
Marston, president, R. Minor, vice president. 
Captain J . C. Eschen, secretary: Directors 
Captain H. K . Howard, A. E . Wellington and W. 
A. Boole. 

The March 31, 1907 Oakland Tribune report­
ed: "Coaster for Lumber Trade Largest Steam 
Schooner out of Pacific Ports Being Built in 
Oakland. This vessel will be equipped with a 
900 horse power force and aft a triple expansion 

engine, which will give her a speed of 12 knots 
when light on the coast and will have the 
carrying capacity of 1,250,000 feet. Although 
sufficient fuel oil capacity for 20 days steaming 
have been provided in the event the owner 
should care to have her go off shore. The cost of 
this vessel when completed will be $180,000." 

T h e Launching 
A June 26, 1907 headline read: "Biggest 

Steam Schooner Here" and the article read "that 
much interest is manifested in the launching 
which is to occur at 3:30 o'clock next Saturday 
at the shipyards of W.E. Boole and Sons on 
Adeline Street. The Sibyl Marston is the craft." 

Her launching was also featured in the 
Oakland Tribune on June 30, 1907 and included 
a photo of the girl, Sibyl Marston, for whom the 
ship was named, and the poem she wrote for the 
occasion. 

Introducing Sibyl Marston 
" G I R L USES OWN NAME IN CHRISTEN­

ING V E S S E L " read the large headline of the 
Oakland Tribune on June 30, 1907. Included in 
the article was a photo of Sibyl Marston and a 
poem she wrote for the occasion. The article 
stated that "The Sibyl Marston, one of the 
largest steam schooners ever launched on the 
Pacific coast was successfully embarked in San 
Francisco bay yesterday from W. E . Boole's 
shipyard at the foot of Adeline Street, when 
Miss Sihyl Marston, the eldest daughter of 



Captain W. H. Marston of Berkeley christened 
the vessel." 

"Miss Marston was becomingly dressed in a 
blue sailor suit and a sailor cap. She was very 
attractive and was admired for her grace and 
beauty by all who were present. Miss Marston 
is a University of California girl and is con­
sidered one of the most popular young women in 
college." 

Sibyl Marston's poem, read at the launching: 

The young ship weds Sir Wave today 
A wooer bold from out the west 

His yearning word she doth obey 
And leans upon his breast. 

A fair, fair, bride, the new ship sails 
And rears her prow in stately grace. 

While far behind the light foam trails. 
Her veil of bridal lace. 

Upon the waters on our bay. 
The Sibyl Marston fair to see. 

Her years are numbered from this day. 
And long and many may they be! 

Oh! In the years that are to come, 
With wind and steam her toil to share. 

May she come safely to her home 
With golden fruit beyond compare. 

A Lumber Schooner 
The June 30, 1907 Oakland Tribune article 

went on to say that "the Sibyl Marston will be 
used exclusively for shipping lumber down the 
coast and that Eschen and Minor of San 
Francisco will handle the schooner." 

"W. S. Busster superintendent of the Boole 
Shipping Yard greatly assisted in building the 
vessel. He is one of the leading ship builders in 
California. The trial trip of the Sibyl Marston 
will take place in about 6 weeks with many of 
the foremost ship builders and some of the 
oldest captains aboard." 

Lumber for countless houses 
Shipped through 1908 

For the next year and a half the Sibyl Marston 
made regular trips (a century ago) to San Pedro 
carrying cargoes for the Blinn and Southern 
California Lumber companies. 

The Wreck 
"The Sibyl Marston left Gray's Harbor in 

Washington bound for San Pedro on January 8, 
1909 carrying 1,050,000 feet of lumber for San 
Pedro and Redondo when she went ashore about 
three-quarters of a mile south of Surf, about 75 
miles above Santa Barbara on January 12, 
1909." 

"Jim McCarthy was deck watch on the bitter 
January night in one of the roughest storm spells 
in memory. Captain Charles Sehillinsky was on 
deck shortly after midnight when the lookout 
reported lights off the port beam." 

"Sehillinsky, who had been awaiting the 
signal that he was off Point Arguello where the 
Coast Guard maintained a light house, ordered 
the helmsman to alter the course eastward for 
entry into the Santa Barbara Channel at Point 
Conception. Within minutes the big vessel was 
struck by a monstrous breaking wave and almost 
immediately she was grounded." 

Swept Overboard 
The ship struck with such force part of the 

deck load went overboard, carrying two of the 
firemen, O'Neil and McCarthy into the water. 
Of the crew of 23 men, these were the only lives 
lost. The ship turned parallel to the shore and 
went on solid. 



Futile Distress Signals 
"The wail of the ships emergency whistle 

could be heard throughout the lower Lompoc 
Valley and after burning brilliant distress flares 
extensively, both the lights and whistles finally 
ceased. The vessel was close in but R.R. Agents 
at Surf could do nothing and the Point Arguello 
wireless station crew was equally helpless, due 
to the severity of the storm." 

"Peering through wind wave and Fog, the 
innocent railroad station and yard lights had 
been mistaken for Point Arguello and the fatal 
order to come left had been given 6 miles too 
soon." 

The Rescue 
"The Sea was high and the ship's officers 

decided that the vessel would hold until 

daybreak." Attempts to launch boats were 
unsuccessful and finally, when daylight came. 
Second Mate Nelson and two crew members 
volunteered to swim ashore with a line. Though 
hazardous this was successful and the line was 
made fast ashore. The rest of the crew and 
officers made it safely ashore. 

"Captain Sehillinsky made his way to the 
Surf R.R. station and notified the owners of the 
ship and the marine underwriters of the 
grounded vessel. Captain Pillshury representing 
the marine underwriters was confident the Sibyl 
Marston cold be floated off the shore when he 
saw the wreck. However efforts to pull the 
vessel off the sand using the ships own donkey 
engine and later attempts to attach a line to the 
wrecking steamer, Fulton ended in failure. 
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In the End, It Became a Salvage Operation 
Over a month after the wreck Santa Barbara 

reporters were told by Captain George Gourley, 
in charge of salvage efforts, that the engines and 
everything of value had been taken off the ship 
and lumber still in the hold would be salvaged. 
The lumber strewn along the coast was salvaged 
by Santa Barbara Lumber Co. 

It should be noted that "enterprising Lom-
pocans went after (the lumber)." The house at 
326 South H street has foundation beams of 12 x 
12 timbers from the Sibyl Marston and the house 
at 105 East Olive Ave. was built with salvaged 
lumber. 
3 



T h e c rew of the Sibyl Marston 
Richard O'Neil and David McCarthy lost their lives. 
Saved were: Captain Charles Sehillinsky, 
Mate Bauman, Second Mate Nelson, 
Seamen Victor Chra, Paul Abel, N. A. Nellsen, 
M. Kurras, W. Andrell, Wallls John, Paul Pallen 
and John Helander, chief engineer Frank Mc­
Lean, assistant engineer Joel Layton, oilers 
A.W. McDonald, James Morgan, Chuck FInnerty 
and fireman Harry Marring. 

Mrs. Plummer came to view the remains of the 
Sibyl Marston. She and her husband, Capt. 
Plummer, had attended the christening of the 
ship so many years before. ; , 

Picnics and Other Adventures 
The wrecked ship, left to the elements was an 

attraction for picnicking families during the first 
years after the grounding and as the deteri­
orating ship was washed closer to the beach 
"daring children boarded her at low tide and 
shrieked when waves hegan to break over it", 
according to Gertrude Loynachan Learned's 
"Memories" (see Lompoc Legacy No. 67 where 
she also describes her childhood visit to the 
Great White Fleet. See page 6 below). 

The Skeleton Remains 
I f you walk on the beach south of Surf after 

the winter storms have washed away the sand 
you may catch a glimpse of the skeletal remains 
of the well-built bow of the once proud Sibyl 
Marston. 
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Marston Family History 
"Sibyl was bom February 12, 1885. She became 

well acquainted with merchant sailing ships and 
oceans. A merchant ship of that era was totally 
lacking in modem conveniences of today ships. 
They were built to hold cargo, not people. The ships 
were powered by the wind and had huge sails, which 
required 20 to 25 sailors to manage them. So the 
decks were crowded. The oceans were vast and the 
waves and wind were treacherous. This was not a 
welcoming place for wives and children." 

"Captain Marston was one of the exceptions and 
he was known to take his family along. His wife, 
Idela, leamed how to navigate. At the age of six 
months Sibyl was off on a voyage to Hawaii. In 
1888 Sibyl was 3 when she and her younger brother, 
Ellery, sailed from Scotland to Australia. This 
joumey would have taken about 3 months and taken 
them around Africa. Near Tristan d'Acuna, Ellery 
was eating a piece of fruit and it became lodged in 
his throat and because the Heimlich Method was 
unknown, he died. This was a traumatic loss for 
Sibyl and her parents." 

"When they were not at sea the Marston family 
lived in various houses in San Francisco. In May of 

The Great White Fleet 
Steaming out of Hampton Roads, Virginia on 
December 16, 1907 the Great White Fleet set 
out on its dramatic world circling adventure. 

1893 they moved to a home in Berkeley. The 
Marstons had six children: Sibyl, Ellery bom in 
1886, Elsa bom in 1892, Otis bom in 1894, Vera 
bom in 1895, and Merle bom in 1903. Sibyl and her 
siblings attended local schools in the Bay Area." 

"Sibyl entered University of Califomia, Berkeley 
where she took up fencing and decided to become a 
physical education teacher. She graduated from U . 
C. Berkeley with a teaching credential and she taught 
physical education for many years as well as 
elocution, the art of public speaking. Sibyl was also 
a business woman and owned numerous vending 
machines." 

"Sibyl never married and lived at home with both 
her parents until the death of her father. She was 41. 
She lived in various homes in the Bay Area. Her 
grand nephew, Philip Gale, of Berkeley described 
her as fiercely independent. 'She was quite a 
character. She lived alone.' Sibyl was afflicted vyith 
vision problems in her later, years, and her house was 
kept dark, even in daytime because bright lights hurt 
her eyes. Her vision problems increased and she had 
other health issues. She moved into assisted living 
centers." At age 90 in 1975 Sibyl finally succumbed 
in a nursing home. from Lompoc Record conversations 

with Philip Gale and Karen Schuller 

While the Sibyl Marston was hauling 
lumber down the Pacific coast to Los Angeles 
markets from mid-August 1907 until it was 
wrecked near Surf Januaryll, 1909 a great 
drama was bringing glory to the U. S. Navy. 



100 years ago President Theodore Roosevelt 
launched a brave, bold venture of sailing 16 
American Battleships around the world in a 
display of Sea Power for all the world to see. 

On to the Equator and Rio de Janairo 
The president, on the yacht Mayflower, and 

throngs of onlookers on shore watched as 16 
battleships of the Atlantic Fleet, all painted 
white, steamed out of Hampton Roads, Virginia 
on the start of a cruise to the Pacific and then 
around the world. It was the morning of 
December 16, 1907. They crossed the equator 
on January 6, 1908 and 12,000 of the 14,000 
sailors in the Fleet, suffering various indignities, 
were initiated into the exhalted realm of King 
Neptune. The fleet anchored in Rio de Janeiro 
on January 13, 1908. The sailors all had a good 
time in Rio and the Brazilian foreign minister 
described the visiting fleet as "the pride of the 
continent." 
The Straits of Magellan and on to California 

Rumors were flying that there would be great 
tragedy as the ships passed such nightmarishly 
labeled places as Delusion Bay, Desolation 
Island, Point Famine, Dislocation Point, all "cer­
tainly inhabited by cannibals." A Chilean cruiser 
met the fleet and guided it safely though the 
Straits. Now in the South Pacific, the fleet 
sailed on to Peru following visits to Punta 
Arenas and Valparaiso, Chile. On February 20, 
1908 the fleet pulled into Callao, Peru, just north 
of Lima. 

The White Fleet got up steam to continue its 
joumey to Califomia with a one month stop over 
at Magdalena Bay in Baja Califomia for 
gunnery practice starting March 12, 1908. A l l 
the while Califomia's coastal cities were trying 
everything in their power to get the fleet into 
their ports. Ulysses S. Grant Jr., a noted citizen 
of San Diego wrote Roosevelt to request the 
fleet steam directly into San Diego harbor in­
stead of anchoring at Coronado. Word came 
back that i f the fleet attempted to anchor in San 
Diego harbor the ships would remain per­

manently mired in the mud. They settled on 
greeting the fleet at Coronado 

The next three months of recorded California 
events will occur 100 years ago from the time 
of publication of this Lompoc Legacy! The 
fleet arrived off Coronado in San Diego April 
14,1908 and sailed from San Francisco July 7. 

Hotel del Coronado 
When the fleet pulled in on April 14, 1908, 

the sailors were greeted by thousands of enthu­
siastic residents. The ships were surrounded 
with small boats of all descriptions and for the 
next four days the White Fleet sailors were 
given the royal treatment that ended only when 
the fleet departed for Los Angeles on April 18, 
(Easter Sunday) 1908. 

Los Angeles Fleet Week ' 
While her husband. Rev. James McClimon 

was in Lompoc for a week, candidating for the 
ministry position at the First Baptist Church, 
Mary McClimon and her three-year-old girl 
were in Los Angeles. Mary wrote home to her 
mother in England: "These are great times in 
Los Angeles. It is fleet week. The American 
fleet is to make a tour of the world. It 
commenced its joumey on Dee. 16, 1908 and 
has got round this far. There are sixteen vessels 
and they are divided between four of the Los 
Angeles ports. They leave on Saturday moming 
April 24, 1908 going north. Thirty thousand 
dollars has been subscribed in Los Angeles to 
entertain the sailors and they are just having a 
grand time. There has been a fireworks display 
every night and the banging has awakened 
Marion each night,,.They finish with a mock 
battle between four war vessels and the ex­
plosions make the house shake." 

Santa Barbara, April 25-30,1908 
In her "Memories of My Days in Lompoc" 

Ninety-year-old Gertrude (Loynachan) Leamed 
tells of an event when she was just ten-years-
old! "Another memorable event was the visit of 
the U . S. Fleet to the Pacific Coast, spring of 
1908. Some of the battleships were sent to 
Santa Barbara and lay off the harbor in the 
channel. Lompoc had a special train excursion, 
scheduled straight through. Al l our family went. 
Miss Lily Coming went with us." (The schools 
were let out so all could go to Santa Barbara to 
see the fleet!) 



"At Santa Barbara we took a launch from 
Stem's wharf out to the (battleship) Califomia 
and, aided by sailors, climbed aboard and. saw 
how big and clean and wonderful it was. Miss 
Li ly got very sea sick and had to go back." 

The Great White Fleet avoided any trouble 
on the rocky shores of Point Arguello by 
sailing out of the east-west Santa Barbara 
channel into the north-south Pacific coastal 
waters in daylight hours. No doubt there were 
plenty of Lompoc folk lining the shores at Surf 
watching the fleet go by. 
Monterey and Santa Cruz, May 1, 2, 3 and 4 

The Fleet arrived in Monterey Bay May 1, 
1908. It was welcomed by communities at the 
Monterey end of the Bay on Friday. The next 

The night displays of search lights lighting the 
16 battleships (when the rest of the fleet had 
come around the bay) and accompanying fire 
works, inspired 16-year-old Leighton Newcomb 
to photograph the scene from a hill near the 
bay. 

day, Saturday, May 2, 1908, 8 battleships and 
supply ships visited the Santa Cruz (north) end 
of the Bay. "Several thousand eager spectators 
lined the bay shore for twenty miles, from Twin 
Lakes to the Light house Point, and watched as 
the squadron of battleships leisurely swimg its 
way around the contour of the bay at about 8-
knot speed." 

On the following days the citizens visited the 
ships and Santa Cruz invited the sailors to view 
the town decorated with redwood branches and 
bunting along an elaborate parade route from the 
mission on Mission Hill down Pacific Avenue to 
the wharf. "Forty automobiles were in the 
parade!" 
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That evening, San ta Cruz gave a ball in honor of the admirals and officers at the S e a Beach 
Hotel.The First Division Fleet Band played on the S e a Beach 's veranda. 

The reception and ball were by invitation only. But everyone w a s invited to other events that 
evening, also held in the beach a rea : fireworks, searchlight display, illuminated ships, and a 
concert by the 22nd Infantry Band. 

"It w a s fairyland at the Cas ino last night, light and music, and the great warships 
lying in long line, each an illumination in itself, white, transparent, and sometimes, 
when some masterpiece of the pyrotechnic art burst high in air, the falling showers 
of brilliant sparks would dye the water a lurid red or flashing purple, making a 
wonderful effect of colors... 

When the search lights were turned on, the effect w a s magical, and cheers and 
shouts went up from a thousand throats. The crowds were enormous. It was 
astonishing to see the crowds and see them so good-natured, so willing to make 
room for still one more and so ready a lways with a kind word and look for the 
J a c k i e s [slang term for a U .S . Navy sailor]... 
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San Francisco, Open Your Golden Gate 
The Fleet sailed on to San Francisco on May 

5, 1908 and made its grand entrance through the 
Golden Gate on Wednesday, May 6, 1908. (The 
bridge wasn't built until 30 years later.) Smoke 
from the stacks of the coal driven fleet almost 
obscured the scene. 

The sailors from the fleet were again enter­
tained enthusiastically by the crowds around the 
bay and into the heart of San Francisco. The 
officers and men of the Great White Fleet were 
treated to a welcome they would long remember. 
A ball at the Fairmont Hotel lasted 48 hours 
where the Navy guests were served dinners that 
normally went for $10 a plate. During the 
fleet's stay in "Frisco", the citizens pitched tents 
in Jefferson and Portsmouth Squares for White 
Fleet sailors who ran out of hotel money. 

The California "Party" Comes to an End 
The fleet visit along the West Coast of 

Califomia was one week shy of three months. 
That part of the cmise was like a constant party, 
with everyone, sailors and civilians alike, 
celebrating this great adventure. On July 7, 
1908, the fleet, now reassembled under Rear 
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Adm. Charles Sperry, bid farewell to San 
Francisco and weighed anchor to continue its 
joumey across the Pacific. 

They visited Hawaii, New Zealand, Australia, 
the Philippines, Japan, China, and Ceylon. They 
celebrated Christmas, 1908 crossing the Indian 
Ocean, sailed though the Suez Canal and took 
on coal at Port Said, Egypt. The fleet hroke up 
so as to visit many Mediterranean Ports. Re­
grouping on Feb. 6, 1909 the fleet made a final 
stop at Gibraltar and steamed out into the 
Atlantic. The Great White Fleet (not quite as 
white as when they started out) steamed into 
Hampton Roads, Virginia on Fehmary 22, 1909, 
ending its 14 months odyssey. 
The Rain did not dampen the Homecoming! 

It was Washington's Birthday the day great 
crowds greeted the fleet at the end of its cmise 
around the world. Teddy Roosevelt was on his 
yacht cheering the successful peace mission (and 
to recognize the U. S. as a world power). Two 
weeks later the deck hands went to Washington 
and paraded in the snow for president-elect 
William Howard Tafl. 
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