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Commemorating the 100th Anniversary of the Eastland Disaster  
 
This July 24th will mark the 100th anniversary of the capsizing of the SS 
Eastland in the Chicago River in 1915. This accident resulted in the deaths 
of 844 people, including 22 entire families. The majority of the victims 
that day were families employed by Western Electric at its’ Hawthorne 
Works branch in Cicero, Illinois.  Western Electric had chartered the ship 
for a day trip to Michigan City, Indiana. 

 
In the holdings at the National Archives at Chicago, there are numerous 
court cases relating to this disaster, including criminal case #1628, found 
in Record Group 21 Records of the U.S. District Court, Western District of 
Michigan, Southern Division Grand Rapids. In the proceedings of this 
case, Adam F. Weckler, harbor master of the City of Chicago, testified on 
February 3, 1916. Weckler, a Spanish-American War veteran who spent 
time in Manila during the war, came from a family firmly established in 
the history of Chicago, with a father who was a local brickmaker and assessor 
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1915 photograph of the capsized SS Eastland. 
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and a mother with the maiden name Diversey, whose family gave its name to the city street in Chicago. 
He was familiar with many of the boats in the harbor the year of the disaster because of his job. Harbor 
Master Weckler knew the Eastland to be “a very top heavy boat… very cranky and unseaworthy” and 
had heard rumors about the Eastland on the waters of the Great Lakes since 1907. His negative opinion 
of the Eastland was bolstered by others statements and his own opinion that “her displacement wasn’t 
enough, her center of gravity was so high, and she carried no ballast.”  
 
Weckler went on to state that the number 
of people on the hurricane deck resulted 
in the boat capsizing. This was a common 
misconception that has persisted until 
recently. While the sheer number of 
passengers undoubtedly added to the 
instability of the ship, numerous other 
factors contributed to the capsizing. 
Many of the issues with the steamer 
stemmed from the overall design of the 
ship, which was engineered more for 
speed to ship Michigan fruit to Chicago 
than to carry passengers. Sidney Jenks, 
the designer of the Eastland, related that 
when the ship was first launched, it 
severely listed in the waters off of Port 
Huron, Michigan. The Eastland quickly 
corrected itself, but this began a series of 
problems that culminated on July 24, 
1915. The slimness of the hull was 
exacerbated by the many retrofittings that 
occurred, including wooden upper decks 
being replaced with concrete and the 
addition of heavy lifeboats.  This was 
done in preparation for the changes in 
shipping that were to occur in the fall due 
to the implementation of the La Follette’s 
Seaman’s Bill which had been quickly 
passed as a response to the sinking of the 
Titanic in April 1912.  This bill called for 
enough lifeboats to carry all on board in 
the result of an accident, and a reduction 
of capacity of the number of passengers 
based on the previous years' capacity. 
 The Eastland's capacity had just been 
increased, and accordingly, the number of 
lifeboats. 
 
 
 

A letter from the manager of the SS Easlandwritten several weeks 
before the disaster objecting to how many additional lifeboats 
were required under the new law.  
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One of the primary individuals accused 
of causing the accident interviewed in 
court was the captain of the ship, the 
Norwegian-born Captain Harry Pedersen. 
To possibly quell the prosecutors' 
curiosity, Pedersen was asked if he was 
from where the famous playwright 
Henrik Ibsen is from, and Pedersen 
answered he was born “about 3 or 4 miles 
away from his place.” After these initial 
pleasantries, Pedersen went on to relate 
his history as a seaman, including his 
knowledge of the Eastland’s history. In 
this testimony, an incident that occurred 
aboard the Eastland on July 17, 1904 was 
discussed. On this date, after leaving 
South Haven, Michigan, the Eastland 
began listing from 12 to 15 degrees. After 
the passengers were directed to get off of 
the top deck and the ballast was 
readjusted, the ship then began to list 
from 20 to 25 degrees. Captain Pedersen 
claimed to have had no previous 
knowledge of this incident, and only took 
over in June 1914. While the previous 
captain only seemed to make vague 
references to the nature of the Eastland’s 
“crankiness,” Pedersen soon became 
aware of the ship's tendency to list and 
gave examples such as on “a hot day… 
people got away from the sunny side and 
go over to the shady side and also when 
the wind should change… the boat may 
list a little.” Pedersen went on to tell the 
court that he often used the ship's 
tendency to list to their advantage by 
shifting the ballast while docked to make 
it easier for passengers to disembark. On 
the fateful day of July 24, 1915, the boat began to list throughout the early morning, even before the 
passengers embarked. The crew, including the chief engineer, Joseph M. Erickson, noticed this list and 
did what they usually did to correct it, namely by adjusting the ballast. 
 
Erickson was interviewed the day after the accident in room 505 of City Hall by the General 
Superintendent of Police Charles C. Healey. Erickson was also Norwegian born, and lived in Michigan. 
He was the son-in-law of the chief inspector that approved the Eastland for the 1915 sailing season, a 
connection that was addressed often in the court proceedings. When asked about the condition of the 
ballast in the ship, Erickson answered, “She was pumped dry at 6:15, as we do every morning and every 
afternoon and then we put in as she had quite a list over to starboard we put a little bit aboard and after 

 

1915 order for four new lifeboats for the SS Eastland 
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that it was entirely on the starboard side. The people must have gone to the left side as she kept going 
over that way and at 7:17 Mr. Davis asked me if we were putting water in and whether we were trying to 
straighten up.” On an earlier trip that week from St. Joseph, Michigan to Chicago, Erickson stated that 
the Eastland was “listing to 10 or 15 maybe 20 degrees and then came back.”  He went on to say that he 
thought the boat capsized due to the excessive number of people on the upper decks and the strain of the 
rope from the tug boat, two immediate misconceptions. Erickson believed that proper filling of the 
ballasts might have prevented the disaster, but admitted that there was no apparatus to tell them how 
much water was in them, and that the listing of the ship to one side was usual, and “she had more weight 
on top than she ever had before.” Months later, during the criminal court proceedings, Erickson was 
represented by the famed attorney Clarence Darrow, known for defending Leopold and Loeb and John 
Scopes in the renowned Scopes Monkey Trial.  
 
During the court proceedings of 
February 1, 1916, Erickson told 
Darrow that after being 
immediately arrested, he was 
confined until August 12, 1915. 
During this trial, Erickson gave 
more specific information as to the 
filling and draining of the ballast 
tanks during the minutes leading up 
to the capsizing. As the passengers 
filled the boat and the Eastland 
began to list to port and then 
starboard, Erickson would fill and 
drain each side accordingly to keep 
the boat even. Unfortunately for all 
involved, the number of seacocks 
(valves in a ship’s hull to allow for 
the filling and draining of water, in 
this case into the ballast tanks) 
were inadequate to properly even 
out the ballast to keep the boat from 
tipping. 
 
The Eastland had recently been 
approved to carry 2,500 passengers, 
and once it reached that number 
plus one, with an additional 72 
crew members, day-trippers were 
directed to board the other 
chartered ships waiting along the 
dock. At about 7:28 A.M., the list 
returned and increased so greatly 
that Captain Pedersen claimed he 
yelled to “let the people off...and 
that throwed the boat into a 
panic…. She never stopped (listing) 

 

Certificate approving the SS Eastland to carry 2500 passengers 
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July 16, 1915 letter giving instructions to the SS Eastland regarding the fateful 
charter arranged the following week. 

and she rolled right over. People jumping off on the dock of course on the inside, that made her list 
more. And I couldn’t do any otherwise, I had to get the people off the best way I could.” Pederson later 
admitted to never communicating with Erickson during these fateful minutes, though with the extensive 
time it would have taken to even the ballast to bring the Eastland to an even keel, nothing could be done. 
 
In another the case, In 
the Matter of the 
Petition of St Joseph-
Chicago Steamship 
Company, Owner of the 
Steamer Eastland, For 
Limitation of Liability 
case  #32231, found in  
Record Group 21, U.S. 
District Court, Northern 
District of Illinois, 
Eastern Division in 
Chicago Judge 
Carpenter said, “The 
steamer Eastland, 
heavily laden with 
excursionists, sank at its 
dock in the Chicago 
River on July 24th, 
1915. The loss of life 
was appalling. Through 
the magnificent and 
heroic efforts of the life 
salvors, intervening in 
the petition, the lives of 
many men, women and 
children were saved. 
The Eastland was fast to 
the dock at the time of 
the disaster, and for lack 
of proper ballasting 
turned over on her side, 
settled and sank in 
twenty feet of water on 
the bottom of the 
Chicago River. As she 
lay on her side, a 
considerable part of the 
steamer was above the 
surface of the water, and 
she constituted an 
obstruction to the free 
navigation of the 
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Chicago River; indeed, a menace to safe navigation.” 
  
Included are numerous accounts of people who were near the scene of the accident and pulled both 
survivors and lifeless victims from the river. One such individual, John Parotto, requested the assistance 
of firemen who were having breakfast on a tug on the river at Franklin Street. Though incredulous how a 
ship that big could be tipping over, they eventually rushed to the scene. Parotto, along with a policeman, 
commandeered a motorboat and went near the Eastland, and under the Wells Street Bridge “picked up a 
passenger… who was floating down the river holding onto several chairs; they then went with the boat 
to the deck of the Eastland, where they rescued from fifteen to twenty of the passengers.” Another 
person, named James Huml, was standing at LaSalle and South Water Street (now Wacker Drive) and 
was watching the passengers file onto the ship, and heard someone shout that the steamer was tipping 
over. These calls went unheeded, and “the Captain of the steamer blew his whistle for the bridge to turn 
and the steamer to start.” Many along the river yelled for the Captain not to start the steamer “as the 
steamer seemed to be tipping over; the Captain paid no attention to their warnings; the forward lines 
were loosened from the dock, and as soon as they were loosened the steamer tipped over.” Huml then 
ran to the dock and laid down, pulling about a dozen people from the water. Captain Pedersen’s claims 
were refuted by many in these pages. 
 

Another court case, Admiralty Case 32236, found in Record Group 21, U.S. District Court, Northern 
District of Illinois, Eastern Division in Admiralty, comprised James F. Bishop, Administrator of the 
Estate for hundreds of the deceased against the St. Joseph-Chicago Steamship Company (the owner of 
the Eastland), the Dunham Towing & Wrecking Company (the owner of the tugboat that was attached 
to the Eastland and about to lead it out of the Chicago River), the City of Chicago (for their maintenance 
of the river and its docks), the Chicago Railways Company (for their construction of a tunnel under the 
river at LaSalle Street, and the discarding of debris in the vicinity), and the owners of buildings near the 
river, the Sanitary District of Chicago, and lastly, the Western Electric Company (the company that 
employed many of the victims and had chartered the steamship). Negligence was claimed against all of 
the above-listed entities. 
 
Court proceedings of these cases, #32236 and #32237, include testimony of numerous survivors.  One 
was Lillian M. Budner who told the court how she was thrown into the river, sank to the bottom, 
surfaced and then held onto a window sash, climbed ten feet up but was cut badly by glass, only to fall 
back into the river, at which point she was rescued and then spent seven weeks in the hospital.   
             
Edmund K. Plamondon recounted how he was thrown into the river, but was able to grab onto the top of 
the main deck where he noticed life preservers fastened to the deck, which he tried to remove. 
 However, they were so tightly fastened he needed to break the wooden supports to release any, which 
allowed him to free two of them and threw them to people in the river. Kate Lyons was also thrown into 
the river and struggled to hold onto the floating debris. Many times she lost her grip due to the struggles 
of numerous others in the river, but was able to hold onto her two daughters, and all three were 
eventually saved after being thrown a rope by a man in a boat. Her husband and their son were not so 
lucky, though, and were eventually buried alongside each other in Massachusetts where the family had 
formerly lived. Lillian, along with numerous other victims of the Eastland disaster, was treated at the 
Iroquois Hospital, named in memory of another infamous incident in Chicago, the Iroquois Theatre Fire 
of 1903. The death toll of the theatre fire, up to that point the biggest loss of life in Chicago history, was 
soon surpassed by the Eastland. 
  



Page 7 
 

 
  

Reports from the Old Chicago Lifesaving Station from the day of the SS 
Eastland capsized and following day. (Record Group 26) 
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While many of these 
recollections from survivors 
speak of the horrors of that day, 
the pages that follow contain just 
names: names of the deceased, 
names of widows, names of 
orphans, and names of entire 
families that perished together 
aboard the Eastland and in the 
dirty river. The Old Chicago life 
saving station entry, located in 
Record Group 26, on that day 
indicates that 84 lives were 
saved and 570 bodies were 
recovered. The event happened 
so quickly that in most instances 
survival was decided in the few 
minutes after the Eastland tipped 
over. Of course some passengers 
survived, such as those in the 
river who were able to grab onto 
the floating debris in the river, or 
those who were near where 
welders opened holes in the hull. 
The deceased were buried 
throughout cemeteries in 
Chicago, with a large number 
eventually resting in Bohemian 
National Cemetery, the burial 
place of many other Czech 
immigrants, as many of the 
employees of Western Electric 
were. 
 
This disaster did not spell the 
end of this ship. It was raised, 
salvaged, repainted and sold to 
the United States Navy, gaining 
a new name, the USS Wilmette. 
The Wilmette was in use 
through the end of the WWII, 
and eventually scrapped in 1945.  
 

 
 

 

The first page of the long list of deceased from the SS Eastland’s tragic 
July 1915 voyage. 
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Recently, lost footage from the day of the accident has been found by Jeff Nichols a University of 
Illinois at Chicago graduate student.  Additional footage was also found by Alex Rezvan, a graduate of 
Northern Illinois University. Be warned that portions of this footage are graphic.   
 

Additional resources for more information on the Eastland tragedy include Michael McCarthy’s 2014 
book Ashes Under Water: The SS Eastland and the Shipwreck that Shook America and George W. 
Hilton’s 1995 work Eastland: Legacy of the Titanic. The Chicago Public Library also has other books 
and information listed at  
http://www.chipublib.org/blogs/post/100th-anniversary-of-eastland-disaster-deadliest-event-in-chicago-
history/ 
 
The Eastland Disaster Historical Society will also have events the weekend of July 24, 2015 in 
commemoration of the 100th anniversary.  A full list of the victims and survivors can also be found on 
that organizations webpage.   
 

Unless otherwise noted, all images in this article are from the various court cases listed from Record 
Group 21, Records of the District Courts of the United States.  Additional images can be found on the 
National Archives at Chicago’s Facebook page.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A panoramic photograph of the S.S. Eastland found in record group 21. 

http://www.eastlanddisaster.org/news/First-Known-Archived-Film-Footage-of-the-Eastland-Disaster-Located
http://www.britishpathe.com/blog/lost-film-discovered-ss-eastland-disaster/
http://www.chipublib.org/blogs/post/100th-anniversary-of-eastland-disaster-deadliest-event-in-chicago-history/
http://www.chipublib.org/blogs/post/100th-anniversary-of-eastland-disaster-deadliest-event-in-chicago-history/
http://www.eastlanddisaster.org/people/passengers
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.10153430679268769.1073741922.198814218768&type=3
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Education Specialist Kris Jarosik Departs 
 

 
 
Education Specialist, Kris Jarosik, is departing the National Archives at Chicago to pursue a Ph D in 
History at Loyola University, Chicago.  Kris joined the archives staff in 2009.  She has led the programs 
outreach efforts for several years, including the annual Primarily Teaching workshop.  The program 
attracts teachers and educators from around the country who desire to learn more about NARA’s 
educational efforts and primary sources. Kris’s many responsibilities included planning, organizing, and 
presenting many of the National Archives at Chicago’s genealogy or teacher workshops. She also 
described and digitized original records for the National Archives’ online catalog; developed document-
based curriculum in Docs Teach; coordinated overall educational outreach efforts in our region; judged 
National History Day events, and managed the National Archives at Chicago’s Facebook page and other 
social media efforts.  Kris also co-authored the E-book, Baseball: The National Pastime in the National 
Archives (available via the National Archives home page).  To NARA staff and patrons alike, Kris says 
“Thank you all for your enthusiasm, energy, and six great years! I do hope our paths cross again.”  We 
wish Kris great success with her academic endeavors!     
_____________________________ 
 
The Emerald Ash Borer Takes Its Toll on NARA’s Trees 
 
The National Archives at Chicago said goodbye to two of its favorite ash trees early this month when 
crews arrived to cut down trees infested with the Emerald Ash Borer.  Over the last decade the invasive 
beetle has destroyed hundreds of thousands of ash trees in the Midwest and Eastern United States. To 
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 find out more about the devastation these insects, described as “the most destructive pest ever seen in 
North America” by the U.S. Forest Service see   
http://www.emeraldashborer.info/index.cfm#sthash.tAXynef7.dpbs. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The greatest loss to NARA staff was 
a tree with its roots firmly planted 
in history. Harriet, as she was 
affectionately known, was a young 
ash tree purchased as a historic 
sapling from the estate of Harriet 
Beecher Stowe.  The tree was 
planted in 1995 in remembrance of 
the Oklahoma City bombing. 

 

http://www.emeraldashborer.info/index.cfm#sthash.tAXynef7.dpbs
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_____________________________ 

Follow us on Facebook 
 
 
Make the National Archives at Chicago one of your Facebook Favorites and stay abreast of 
announcements and new discoveries with us on Facebook. 
 

 
Are you on the National Archives Mailing List? 
If the answer is “no,” then drop us an e-mail with your contact information to 
chicago.archives@nara.gov. 
 
Per the Privacy Act of 1974 we will not share your personal information with third parties. 
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