
AIRFIELD TO WETLANDS

The tranquility of hamilton wetlands  
belies the site’s history as an airfield where 
roaring military jets took off on overseas 

missions. The airfield was part of a military base 
developed in the 1930s called Hamilton Field. Captain 
Howard B. Nurse, Construction Quartermaster for 
the U.S. Army, built Hamilton Field in the Spanish 
Revival style then popular in California. He created a 
community friendly layout with a pool, stores, parks, 
and landscaped grounds. Hamilton Field was a highly 
desirable assignment for Army, and later, Air Force 
personnel.

Hamilton Field was a base for bombers until 1940, 
served fighter and transport planes during WWII 
and the Korean and Vietnam Wars, and included a 
pilot training facility. By the 1970s the aging buildings 
were becoming too expensive to maintain, while new 
technologies and the needs of the military made the 
facilities obsolete. Hamilton was decommissioned in 
1974 under the Base Realignment and Closure Act. 

Part of the base was transferred to the City of Novato 
so that historic buildings could be restored and 

reconfigured into houses, offices, a library, café, and the 
Hamilton Field History Museum. The Hamilton airfield 
was transferred to the State Coastal Conservancy so it 
could be restored to wetlands. 

In 2002, the Conservancy partnered with the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers to carry out the Hamilton Wetland 
Restoration Project. The project included an innovative 
plan to bring 5.6 million cubic yards of dredged 
sediment from the Oakland Harbor to Hamilton. This 
raised the elevation of the subsided airfield site and 

made beneficial reuse of millions of cubic yards of 
sediment, which would otherwise have been disposed 
of in the Bay or ocean.

Heavy equipment contoured the site to create a new 
levee, areas for tidal wetlands, seasonal ponds, and a 
corridor of upland habitat. A native plant nursery was 
established to grow the diverse suite of plants needed to 
help restore the site.

In 2014, following years of filling and grading, the 
bayfront levee was breached, reconnecting Hamilton 
with the Bay for the first time in more than 100 years. 

Breaching the levee allows water to move in and out of 
the site through daily tidal action. The site now provides 
habitat for migratory shorebirds, waterfowl, fish, and 
other wildlife. San Francisco Bay has lost more than 85 
percent of its original wetland area, and the Hamilton 
Wetland Restoration Project represents a significant 
step in reversing historic habitat loss and recovering 
imperiled wildlife.Lockheed F-104 Starfighter, 1958

Air Transport Command unit formation, c. 1944

McDonnell F-101 “Voodoo,” 1961

HAMILTON  
WETLANDS

Novato, California

YOU CAN HELP!
Have fun in a positive community space while helping to 
care for our environment!

Year-round opportunities. No prior experience is 
necessary. 

For more information about volunteering, tours and 
more, contact:
Novato Baylands Stewards
nbstewards@gmail.com
415-382-0104

Novato Baylands Stewards is a community-based non-
profit organization dedicated to the restoration and 
appreciation of baylands.

novatobaylandsstewards.org 

in partnership with the  
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
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In addition to wildlife benefits, tidal wetlands serve as 
natural sponges, absorbing and slowly releasing storm 
water. They also help to capture greenhouse gases, 
improve water quality, and provide open space for 
people to enjoy.

With the restoration of the adjacent Bel Marin Keys 
Unit V (BMKV) parcel, the restored Hamilton Airfield 
and BMKV will form one contiguous wetland complex. 

DIRECTIONS
From San Francisco (Northbound Highway 101): Take 
the Nave Drive exit. Stay on Nave Drive and turn right 
onto Main Gate Road. From Santa Rosa (Southbound 
Highway 101): Take the Bel Marin Keys Boulevard  exit. 
Turn right, cross over Highway 101, turn right onto Nave 
Drive, then left on Main Gate Road. There are three 
main trailheads:

• Reservoir Hill: From Main Gate Road stay left on 
Palm Drive, then turn left onto Hamilton Parkway. The 
trailhead is on the right. 

• Hangar Parking Lot: From Main Gate Road stay right 
on South Palm Drive, turn right onto Hangar Avenue, 
then turn left into the parking lot. A ramp goes over 
the city’s levee and connects to the trail. The ramp is 
just opposite the old control tower. 

• End of Hangar Avenue: From Main Gate Road, stay 
right on South Palm Drive, then turn right onto 
Hangar Avenue. There is a service road at the end of 
Hangar Avenue that connects directly to the trail. 
Parking is at the park near the end of the road. 

The Sonoma Marin Area Rail Transit (SMART) line 
stops very close to the wetlands and there is connecting 
shuttle service. See Sonomamarintrain.org for train 
service and Hamiltonfield.org for shuttle schedules.  

Note: There are no public restrooms on the wetland site.

SAN FRANCISCO BAY TRAIL
Hamilton Wetlands are along the San Francisco Bay 
Trail, which one day will fully encircle the Bay. Enjoy the 
2.7 miles of wheelchair-accessible hiking and cycling 
paths, and view overlooks. Download the Vizzit app and 
search for “Hamilton” for a convenient, curated, and 
guided tour of Hamilton Wetlands.

When you visit, please stay on the trail, pack out all 
trash, and follow additional rules posted at the site.

 

S . P alm
Dr

Reservoir 
Hill

Pacheco
Pond

+f

no public access

Anderson
Rowe Open

Space

Loma Verde
Open Space

Preserve

Marinwood
Open Space

Pacheco Valley
Open Space

Preserve

San Pablo Bay
Wildlife Area

Hamilton Wetlands
Restoration Area

Bel Marin Keys
Restoration Area

Hangar Ave

Main Gate Rd

Hamilton Pkwy Pa

lm
Dr

k

0 0.1 0.2 0.3
Miles

N


Map created by 
GreenInfo Network. March 2016

Parkingx

Bus Stop6
m Restroom

Closest food 
& water¤

Bench!(
Overlook!¶(
Trail Access!Ý(
Protected 
Areas

Wetland

Proposed Bay Trail

Bikeway

Existing Bay Trail

Hamilton Field
History Museum»

Photo by Naomi Schiff

Ph
ot

o 
by

 N
ao

m
i S

ch
iff


