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David D'Onofrio: This begins an interview with Colonel Thomas S. Torresson, Jr. on September
25,2002, in Whiting, New Jersey with David D’Onoftio and ...

Sandra Stewart Holyoak: Sandra Stewart Holyoak. We’d like to thank you again on the record
for taking time today to do this interview with us. To begin with, let us start with a little bit
about where and when you were born.

Thomas S. Torresson: | was born in North Bergen, New Jersey. Our house was actually one
block from the Palisades, when we looked out the window we watched them building the George
Washington Bridge.

SH: Really?

TT: Yeah, and you could see Grant’s Tomb across the river.

SH: What year was this?

TT: lwas bornin 1916.

SH: 1916. What is your first memory there?

TT: Oh, our family lived there for many years. My first memory is, I guess I’d say, a St.
Bernard dog that the family had which | used to ride around on.

SH: Did you have brothers and sisters?
TT: Yes. | had a brother and three sisters.
SH: Older or younger?

TT: | had two sisters older than | was and one brother and one sister younger and two of the
sisters have died. | still have one sister who lives in Florida and a brother who lives in Florida.

SH: Now can you tell me what your father did?

TT: Yes, my father was in the steamship business. He was Marine Superintendent of the New
York Cuba Mail Steamship Company, better known as the Ward Line, started there, believe it or
not, as a boy of fourteen, because his father, Captain Tobias Torresson, had been lost at sea. In
those days they didn’t have much compensation or insurance and to help the family out, the
president of the then Ward Line gave him a job as a messenger or office boy. He worked his
way on up. Spent fifty-two years with the company.

SH: Now all these were in that part of New Jersey?

TT: Oh, no. The home office or the office of the steamship company was in New York on the
East River. They covered piers thirteen through fourteen, and fifteen on the East River.



SH: What primarily did they ship? What was their cargo?

TT: Well, they carried both passengers and cargo. They were not like the cruise ships you have
today. The passenger and freight liners were the same vessels, a whole group of ships of that
nature. They also had a fleet of tankers which were in the Gulf area and a fleet of just plain
freight ships called the (Agwi Sun, the Agwi Dale?) and so on. So he had quite a number of ships
to supervise.

SH: As a supervisor for the shipping industry, what were his duties?

TT: Well, actually the duties included the maintenance of all the ships. Keep them supplied and
he scheduled paintings and dry docking, and so on, and, of course, the overseeing and hiring of
the crews. The sailors were hired through a shipping master, so called, and the officers,
particularly the captains were hired by the head of the company.

SH: Was he native born to New Jersey or New York?

TT: Oh, no. My father came from Mandel, Norway. It is kind of an interesting story. His
father was a sea captain in Norway, and the economy wasn’t too good at that time. We’re going
back to the 1800s, and around 1894-95, somewhere in there, Captain Tobias came to the United
States leaving his family in Norway, his wife and five children, until he got established in the
United States, became an American citizen. In those days, under the law, if the father became an
American citizen, the rest of the family became American citizens. So after he got established
and was working for the Ward Line, he sent for his family and they were brought over and
settled in the Borough Hall section of Brooklyn. Now actually at that particular time the oldest
daughter was my Aunt Elise, and the youngest was my Aunt Emily, who was just an infant at the
time. They had no trouble starting out in the United States because they all spoke English. In
Norway it was a requirement that kids took English in school so they had no problem along that
line. Things were going pretty well until the father, Captain Tobias, was lost at sea. Now |
haven’t been able to confirm all this. [’'m researching it on the internet right now, but as I heard
the family story he was captain of a ship called the City of Washington, and their cargo broke
loose during a bad storm in the Gulf. He was out directing the men trying to get things under
control, and he was washed overboard, and, of course, they couldn’t recover him.

SH: Now when you say, Gulf, you mean Gulf of Mexico?

TT: Gulf of Mexico, yes. It’s an interesting thing about the City of Washington. It was a ship
that was next to the Maine when the Maine was blown up in Havana Harbor, and the delegates
from Spain, Cuba and the United States met on the City of Washington to try and straighten
things out. | have forgotten the name of the captain then, but this was a couple of years, at least
three years, after my grandfather had been lost at sea.

SH: So at that point then your father begins working as a messenger boy?

TT: Yes, at age fourteen.



SH: Tell us then please about your mother, where she was from?

TT: My mother was born in New York City, Irish family. Her maiden name was McNamara,
and she was the first female employee of the Ward Line. She was a secretary to the president.
She really couldn’t type. She couldn’t take shorthand. The reason they employed females in
those days around the docks was because the men used some rather rough language. Now you
didn’t have travel agents or things of that nature like you have today. If people want to take a
trip, they went to the company and bought the ticket. So it’s pretty embarrassing if they have a
female passenger come in to get a ticket and have all this language going on and so the president
came up with the idea of having a pretty young lady sitting outside his office and the men would
not use the rough language in her presence. Now, of course, the problem is the women are worse
than the men with this rough language, but in those days no man would swear in front of a lady.
So that was her first job.

SH: In those days to even have a woman working ...

TT: Well, I don't know how much work she actually did. She answered the telephone and
scheduled appointments and things like that.

SH: Obviously this is where they met then?
TT: That's where my father met her, yes.
SH: Do you remember the story about how they met?

TT: No, I really don’t know anything about that. [laughter] Well she was in the office and my
father was in the office, that was how they met, but courtship wise, I can’t tell you that, I don’t
know.

SH: Did your parents talk at all about World War | and what built up to that and any incidences
being in the shipping industry?

TT: Well, actually during World War | because the Ward Line, like any other steamship
company, was involved in transporting troops and freighting all that stuff to Europe and my
father at that time was very involved with controlling the sailing of these ships. Incidentally, he
became a Lieutenant Commander in the Naval Reserve and I still have a copy of his commission.
My mother's brother, my Uncle Will, was in the army during World War I, and beyond that, at
that particular time I was born in '16 and we got into the war in at '17 so | was only a child so |
didn’t hear much about it. Actually, as we grew up, in the movies, we got to see pictures about
World War | and these soldiers all became our heroes, and so on, and there were movies called
The Big Parade, for example, which was a very fine movie, they were all silent. In New York, |
think it was the Rivoli Theater, ’'m not sure about that, behind the screen they had things to
make sound, like they used a riveting machine, or something against metal to sound like a
machine gun and they had big boom things and so on, which were very realistic



SH: Really?

TT: Not really, [laughter] real sound and it wasn’t until, oh, around the '29 area, when we started
to get sound movies. The first one everybody knows was the Jazz Singer, Al Jolson. 1 don't
think anybody ...

SH: Did you enjoy going to the movies?

TT: Oh, as kids, yeah, we loved it. In fact, they put a new movie in our town in North Bergen,
the Broadway Theater, and for the opening night, I got a job of riding around in a horse and
wagon, ringing the bell with a big sign on it advertising the opening, the grand opening of the
theater, for which | got two free tickets. That was my pay for ringing the bell all day long, and |
took my mother to the movie. [laughter] And that picture was the second sound movie ever
made, and nobody remembers it. It was a thing called Across the Pacific with Monty Blue. He
was the star, yes. So everybody remembers the Al Jolson movie, which incidentally that didn’t
start out to be a talking movie at all. They only tried to record his voice, his singing voice, and
everything went so well that they continued on, that’s how it first came out.

SH: Have you continued your interest in movies?

TT: To tell you the truth, I think I’ve been to two movies in the last ten years. | see the old ones
on TV. I’'m a John Wayne fan, I guess.

SH: Were any of your family members involved in World War | at all?

TT: My Uncle Bill, my mother’s brother, was in World War I and he never got overseas. He got
caught down in one of those Southern camps where they had the flu epidemic that killed a lot of
soldiers.

SH: What did you do for after school activities? Did you go to regular grade school in North
Bergen?

TT: My first two years were at the public school, Robert Fulton School, and after that, the
grammar school was Saint Joe’s School in West New York and after school, actually like all the
kids, we played baseball during the baseball season, football during the football season, and
normal things. We played a lot of hand, we used to call it handball, actually, it was a stickball
thing with rubber balls and a broomstick, and played that in the street. But that was the normal
activity. Kids didn’t have a TV to look at, radio was very rudimentary in those days, so actually
outdoor activities we were involved in during the winter time, sleigh riding, some ice skating and
skiing.

SH: Did any of your activities include the Hudson River which was kind of in your ...

TT: Oh, yes. We used to go skinny dipping in the Hudson River. It was sort of a game we
guys played to be first in the water in the spring time and it was mighty cold. We swam off the



barges, the old barges up on the beach area there. We never thought about pollution in those
days, and it really wasn’t anywhere near like it is today.

SH: What about high school? What was your favorite subject?
TT: My favorite subject? | guess, physics.
SH: Really?

TT: Yeah. The teacher we had there was Father Frauhoffer. He was an expert on fires,
pyrotechnics, and he also held title in the City of New York Fire Department as a sub chief,
because of his expert knowledge in these areas. As a matter-of-fact, we had the big Brooklyn
Dock fire, I don’t know if you remember that or not, but the whole, on the East River on the
Brooklyn side, a whole series of docks were in massive flames. La Guardia, who was then the
mayor of New York can be seen in the Pathe News standing next to Father Fraunhoffer who was
telling the firemen what they should be doing. It was a very interesting class if the alarm went
off, and we had an alarm right in the classroom, Father Fraunhoffer would don his fire hat
[laughter] and he had a staff car waiting for him at the exit and off he’d go. But he made physics
a very interesting subject. This was Xavier High School, incidentally, in New York City.

SH: Catholic?
TT: Yeah. Itwas a Jesuit school. It was a military school.
SH: Was it?

TT: Sort of a quasi-military school because we wore uniforms that practically duplicated the
New York City Police uniform. We had to wear those three days a week. As a matter-of-fact, |
didn’t like that because one day some gal thought I was a cop and bawled me out because |
couldn’t give her the proper directions. [laughter] But actually the military thing in there |
disliked heartily, the drilling and so on, and I really wasn’t at all happy with the military part of
it, not knowing years later I’d spend my life in the military. [laughter]

SH: Oh, the ironies of life, right? Why did your family send you from the public schools in
North Bergen to Xavier?

TT: Why? I guess the primary reason my mother had for that was her sister’s son had gone to
Xavier, and Xavier was a topnotch school. In New York City the two highest rated high schools
in the parochial area were Regis and Xavier. Regis was all scholarship. | missed the scholarship
at Regis by about one or two points but | got into Xavier, which you had to pay for, and it was
just part of the Catholic growing up, to go to the parochial schools.

SH: Was your father gone or was he basically there working a regular nine to five kind of job, or
was he on board ship at all?



TT: Oh, no. He traveled extensively. He would have to go to Baltimore on many occasions or
down to Texas or Louisiana, and Boston. The headquarters of the top organization was in
Boston. So actually he traveled quite a bit.

SH: Did all your siblings go to parochial schools as well?

TT: My brother went to St. Joe’s and he went to St. Peter’s in Jersey City for high school. Then
he went to Mount St. Mary’s in Maryland. My sisters, they went to, my oldest sister went to
Holy Angels up in Fort Lee and then up to a girl’s school called Teveny Hall, up in Highland
Mills, New York. A matter-of-fact, we still are very close to nuns at Teveny Hall, and my wife
and | visit there at least once a year.

SH: Was your father Catholic?

TT: No, he was a Norwegian Lutheran and that’s kind of funny, but in those days if a Catholic
girl is marrying a Protestant boy, they weren’t even allowed to be married in the church, they had
to be married in the rectory. But at the time the guy had to promise that the children would be
raised Catholic, and my father, you know, really lived up to that promise even though it cost him
money.

SH: As you were going to school with physics being your favorite subject, did you have after
school jobs that had something to do with physics?

TT: In high school? No, I really didn’t.
SH: Were you involved in athletics?

TT: Well, actually, | played a little football, high school, that was it. See, the travel from my
home to New York City was a long commute. You had to take a streetcar, a ferry trip across the
river, another streetcar and a subway train, so it was over an hour, an hour and a half travel each
way.

SH: Did you think about going to college right out of high school?

TT: Well, actually, no. What happened as you read the story there, we had this summer home in
Monroe, and as | grew up, as we got older, | used to do all sorts of jobs, I caddied for a while at
the Monroe Country Club, but mostly | worked on farms. 1 enjoyed that, we thought it was fun
to be out there pitching hay in the middle of the hot sun and the pay was great, we worked from
six o’clock in the morning to six at night and you got fifty cents a day. You know, you forget
about the Depression years.

SH: That’s what I’'m going to ask you.
TT: When the Depression hit, market crash in 29, the Depression lasted right on through to the

start of World War Il and during those years, why, it was fifty cents a day with people, grown
ups worked for that, and if you’re in the military in those days, a private got twenty-one dollars a



month, or say in the Navy, twenty-one dollars a month. So actually, people today, when you
think in terms of a kid getting out of college and starting out at fifty thousand dollars a year, why
it didn’t happen in those days. Iremember they were advertising an elevator operator job down
in lower Broadway, it was the, I’m trying to remember the name of the oil company, anyhow,
New Jersey Oil Company. The elevator job paid twenty-five dollars and required a college
graduate and the people applying for that job was two blocks long, waiting to get interviewed. It
was that bad. People who one day were bank presidents were out selling apples for a nickel
apiece. It was a real sad time for the country. Hopefully, that will never happen again because
we have more controls than we had in those days. The stock market was based on margin.
Everybody had stocks and they owned stock or they pay ten percent on the stock and the rest was
margin. So people thought about the terrific loses, a lot of them didn’t lose that much, they
didn’t have that much to lose.

SH: You were probably just going into high school when the market crashed, is that right?
TT: Oh, actually, it crashed just a year before. It crashed in 29, I started high school in ‘30.
SH: How did it affect your father and his position in the shipping?

TT: No, we were very fortunate because he, at that particular time, the steamship business was
really active in this country. Of course, today we don’t have a steamship organization any
longer. There’s no more American ships sailing the seas. They ruined it and if we have to go to
war again and need ships, we don’t have them. A number of factors are involved there, but
during the Depression years we were well off. My father was making at that time like seven
thousand a year. My mother had a full-time maid, live in maid. We had a home in Woodcliff,
North Bergen, New Jersey and a summer home in Monroe, New York. So the effect of the
Depression, we really didn’t have any problem. My father used to, at that particular time, help
people out. Now, there was a movement afoot, pushed by the President, to give your neighbor a
job. So we always had people working around the house and doing painting and things of that
nature. As much as you could do for these people, but it was a sad time, the people would just,
they’d do anything to get a job.

SH: I just wondered if he had to make any sort of changes in the way he hired people or
anything with them?

TT: Iwouldn’t say that. Again, you’d have to know the waterfront and this was every steamship
company. First of all, on the land side, you had people moving the freight, loading the ship or
unloading the ship, and they were hired by what they called the shape-up system. All the guys
looking for a job would line up outside the dock, and then the man in charge would come out and
say, “You, you, you, you,” and they pick up a little disk, numbered disk, which was, they’d carry
it in, and there was a chap who counted these people, kept control. Their hours were counted so
that when they left for the day, they’d know how many hours they had served. So it was just a
matter of selection on the part of the, we called stevedore, who was in charge of the workers. On
the sea side of the thing, they would hire sailors through what they call a shipping master. When
you talk about sailors you have got to remember you’re talking about licensed and unlicensed.
You had licensed seamen who were able-bodied seamen, quartermasters, and so on, and then you



had, as members of the crew, you had engineer people, oilers, wipers, and so on and so forth, and
they had to be qualified. But then you also had, and the largest group on any ship, even the same
thing today, is the stewards department where you have waiters, cooks, bakers, chefs, musicians,
all that type of thing. So they were all hired on a piecemeal basis. Once people got on the ships
they didn’t want to leave because the jobs were hard to find. Today it’s entirely different,
because we don’t have any ships.

SH: How do you think the shipping industry that your father was involved in was able to not be
affected by the Depression?

TT: Well, to say they were not affected is not quite correct. They were affected. It was very,
highly competitive. They kept the prices for the passengers very low. An example, you could
take a seven day all expense cruise to Havana, when | say all expenses, your food on board and
whatever, for sixty-five dollars. Now you’re talking about food, you’re talking about breakfast,
lunch, and dinner and snacks, tea in the afternoon, and so on and so forth. So it was a very, very
tight thing, the most expensive room on the ships was, as | recall was something like one
hundred sixty, one hundred sixty-five a week for the best suite on the ship. This was true of all
the other lines, the Grace Lines and all these others that were traveling at the time. For example,
you had Monarch of Bermuda, Queen of Bermuda, making round trips to Bermuda, in and out on
a weekly basis, and their rates were very cheap. So it affected them only in effect that the profit
thing was very low, but it kept the ships going. But you also have got to remember in those days
the ships also carried freight, not like the ships today. You had all sorts of freight, going to
Havana, they’d be carrying automobiles down to Havana, for example. As a matter-of-fact, they
carried arms and ammunition, most ships of the day did the same thing, going into Cuba and on
the way back they brought fruit back, they brought pineapples, and bananas and coconut and
rum, so it was just a regular freight ship, too.

SH: Was your family in favor of Roosevelt, or not? Were they political?

TT: Idon’t think you could say my family was political, at all. My mother and my father, I
guess, were Democrats. One of the good friends of our family was the ward man for the
Democratic Club. Johnny Hayes was his name. Johnny Hayes was the first American to ever
win the Olympic Marathon. He did this in 1914, | believe it was, and he lived right around the
corner from us. So actually, I guess, they voted Democrat for that reason. But I don’t think, |
ever heard my father discuss any of the political situations.

SH: Did he talk at all about the LendLease arrangement with England to try to get ships ...
TT: No, [ don’t even remember him even discussing that.

SH: Wondered if he was involved in any shipping from the United States?

TT: Oh, yes. He was involved in shipping once we got into the war. But most of the shipping

in the LendLease program, as I recall it, and I’'m very fuzzy on that, is they carried most of the
freight in the British ships, and not those American ships that went to Europe. So I don’t



remember, the Ward Line and my father’s line, they sailed primarily from New York to Havana,
into Vera Cruz, and Tampico, Mexico.

SH: 1 wondered if they had at any point changed their route?
TT: No. Not that I remember.

SH: The German submarines started coming closer and closer to the US shores, did your father
talk about it at all? Did they have any kind of escort or changed their route or ...

TT: Well, you're talking in the ‘39-40 period, by that time I was already in the Air Corps and
not at home.

SH: I know, I’ll go back to that.

TT: So, I really don’t know what he had to say about the German submarines at that time. I
know the Ward Line kept sailing ships to Havana and to Mexico and they didn’t lose any ships
on that route from any submarine activity.

SH: We need to go back and talk about your graduation from high school, and from there we’ll
talk. [laughter]

TT: Well, as | say from the, | have to go back a little bit , in January of ‘34, we’d have the
midterm. We were getting ready for the midterm exams, in my senior year, the most important
thing was to get through those, then you know you’re going graduate and I came down with
pneumonia, and in those days pneumonia was practically fatal and I lived through that. My
father being with the steamship business and our doctor, Bill Sweeney, was a wonderful man, a
very good friend of the family. Knowing my father’s position, he suggested that my mother
take me on a trip to sea, to Havana to, well, the idea that the sea air would help me recover. This
was all arranged and we went on the Morro Castle and this is the first time I’d seen that ship, and
| really fell in love with it. Since my father was Marine Superintendent of the line, we got plush
treatment. As a matter-of-fact, we were in the honeymoon suite, but my mother had the big
honeymoon room and I had the little side room. But anyhow, | had practically complete freedom
on the ship. | was invited on the bridge, and the engine room, and all over the ship. | met two
young fellows who were deck cadets. Now, this was back in the days where even though we did
have a maritime academy in New York State, the Federal Maritime Academy hadn’t been
established yet. Under the Deck Cadet system, a young fellow can sign on, and under the
supervision of one of the deck officers, study to become an officer himself. This really was on
the job training. They learned to chip paint, paint, clean brass and whatever. They also learned
navigation, use of radios, etc, and they studied from books, and so on, to get prepared for the 3rd
Mate’s examination. In the ship officer category, you had a captain, a chief officer, 2nd Mate
3rd Mate, 4th Mate, and so on. So that was the starting point to get the license. So | thought that
would be a wonderful thing to do, so | get back to school after the trip, and | found out that they
put me back a semester. | went to the head of the school, the headmaster we called him, his
name was Father Andre, and | convinced him that he should let me continue with my class and
he agreed. I had to sit in his office, take every examination, one after the other. I’d finish one,
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he’d hand me another one, and I had to pass them all, or else I didn’t graduate with my class. 1
think some of the instructors gave me a break, but, anyhow, | made it. So at this particular point
in time, why, | thought of deck cadet and | asked my father if I could get a job on the ship as a
deck cadet and he said, “Well, no way, because there’s fifty on the waiting list ahead of you.”
So I went back to our summer home in Monroe, and | was pitching hay, whatever. But | used to
pick my father up at the Erie Railroad Station when he came up to stay with us at night. This
one Friday night I picked him up and as he stepped into the car, he said, “Pack your bags, you
leave for Havana in the morning.” [ was surprised, I said, you know, “I thought you said there
was no deck cadet jobs open.” He said, “No, you’re going as assistant purser.” Well, I had no
idea what that meant, but it was one of these quirks of fate. The ship was North Bound. First of
all, I have to tell you the ship had a very tight schedule. It would sail from New York City, pier
thirteen or fourteen, at four o’clock in the afternoon, Saturday afternoon, go to Havana, remain a
day and a night in Havana and come back and land the following Saturday, at eight o’clock and
you could set your watch by it, it was that accurate. Well, on the northbound trip, this is early in
July, the chief purser, a fellow named, Don Rowney, got very ill and he had to leave the ship.
The first assistant, a chap named, Bob Tolman, radioed, there was no telephone, ship-to-shore,
anything like that in those days, radioed the home office, told them the problem. Well, what they
would have to do, for the ship to be able to sail the next afternoon, was to move everybody up a
step, so the first assistant purser became chief, the second assistant, first, and so on, leaving the
third assistant slot open with nobody to fill it. So my father thought it would be a good
experience for me, just shove me into the niche, and it was only going to be for one trip. Well, it
developed, it went the rest of the summer for various reasons. But at any event, the next
morning, it was Saturday morning, | had to go with him by train, the Erie Railroad to New York,
stop at the Apple Uniform outfitters and get my uniforms. They’re the white uniforms with a
choke collar, and ship’s epaulets with stripes on, like I was a ship’s assistant officer, and the hat
read, Purser. Oh, I will tell you, | was really a dude, white shoes, white socks, and so on. Then
[ had to go and get my picture taken for my seaman’s passport. Each seaman had to have an
American passport, had to get that done and then go to the, they called it the barge office, where
you went and got your seaman’s papers. You had to prove your American citizenship, and so on,
and so forth. I think my father’s secretary had set this thing all up because it worked very
smoothly, and I reported on board around eleven o’clock that morning ...

SH: That’s amazing. [laughter]

TT: And | met the purser, Bob Tolman, a great guy, and my first orders were to report to the
chief officer, William Warms, on the bridge. This is a courtesy thing, to report in to him, meet
him, and so on, and I’ll never forget this meeting. He was a crusty, old bugger, very short
spoken. But I was talking to him and I said, “This is a beautiful boat,” and he said, “Mister,
there’s twelve boats swinging in the davits out there, this is a ship, and I never want to hear you
call it a boat again.” [laughter] I went back to the purser’s office and it was getting near lunch
time, so we went to lunch. Now in port we ate in the regular passenger dining room, and there
the government representatives, who had to visit the ship, the customs people, the immigration
people, all ate there and after lunch I was told to go down to the assistant purser’s cabin, which
was a tiny thing about half the size of this room here, and put my uniform on, report back to the
office. Now this is say around one o’clock, and Tolman gave me a little book, with all my duties
outlined in a time frame. It was beautifully arranged for each, and he had one for the purser, the
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assistant purser, right on down the line, very well organized. Most to my surprise, my first job
was to go on the foreign embarkation desk, out on the dock, and greet the foreign-speaking
passengers. They were all speaking Spanish. All my knowledge of Spanish was high school
Spanish. But, fortunately, the second assistant purser also went out with me was a native
speaking Spanish and the forms we filled out had both English and Spanish on it so | got along
all right with that. And the next job was to address the gifts, the parcels, that people sent to their
friends who were, you know, bon voyage type things. It was usually candy, boxes of candy, or
flowers, whatever. | had to put the cabin numbers on so the bellboys could deliver them to the
various cabins. Much to my surprise, when | call for the bellboys the one that came up first was
my cousin, Georgie. (laughter) I never knew he was on the ship. His father was connected with
the line also. His father had been the chief engineer of the Siboney. So Georgie was there as a
bellhop. Because he didn’t know I was coming either, for that matter, it was quite a big surprise,
and here I am with this ASS’T Purser on my cap. You know what he called me from then on
out. (laughter) The job as assistant purser was nothing like you see on the Love Boat with the
yeoman purser running around in his shorts and chasing the girls. ... This was a hard working
job. We opened the office at nine every morning; close the office at nine at night, and after
closing the office, we’d still work ‘til around midnight, I’'m talking about every day. The only
day we had, or the only night we actually had off was on Wednesday night when, or maybe it’s a
Tuesday, when they had the Masquerade Ball, and we had to dress up, masquerade costume, and
dance with the girls. That was the only time we ever had a break from the routine. The job was
not an easy thing. Incidentally the pay not very high either. Third assistant got fifty dollars a
month, second assistant got seventy-five, the first assistant got one hundred, the purser got one
hundred twenty-five. That was the pay scale and, of course, we ate all our meals in the officers’
mess, which is up on A deck, on the starboard side. So, once you get into the thing you just
didn’t sit down and rest. Now each one of us had a cash drawer which you were responsible for;
mine was thirty-five hundred. I had the only key to it, but it was my job to sell the stamps. We
used to buy a lot of Cuban stamps. Passengers would want to fill out postcards and mail them
with the Cuban stamp soon as they landed, so the postcard would get home before they would,
and that was part of my job, to run that cash drawer and the stamps. So it was a busy job. | liked
it. The worst part, you know, we didn’t have Xerox like you have today, all this Xerox stuff is so
nice. We had to reproduce the cargo list, passenger list, the manifest, and all this other stuff, all
these papers, they had to be done both in English and in Spanish, and they had to be reproduced
in God-knows how many copies. The way you make copies was with a machine called the
Hectograph. Now this was a real beast. When you type, oh, incidentally, the typewriters
carriage is about so long, | mean, they were big.

SH: About three feet?

TT: Terribly big, and it used to be fun because you couldn’t touch type, you had to use very
heavy pressure [Colonel Torresson knocks on the table for emphasis] and very often, with the
roll of the ship, the carriage would return itself. So you did all this typing, but you had a special
ink that if you’d get on your hands, you’d get it on your white uniform. It was terrible stuff, and
then you took these pages that had been typed with this awful ink, and put it on this Hectograph
machine. Well, the Hectograph was a great, big, gummed surface. This had to be carefully
rolled down, the master copy taken off, and then other copies rolled on to get your reproduction.
It was a very messy job and we used to do this down in what they called the mail locker, down in
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the bowels of the ship. Actually, when I was doing this, I’d take my clothes off. I didn’t want to
ruin my uniform, you know. That was the most distasteful part of the job I should say.

SH: Your uniform, did it have to be washed every day?

TT: Oh, no, no. What we would do is as soon as we landed in Havana, a Chinese laundryman
would come aboard. It was kind of funny to hear someone speaking Spanish in Chinese accent,
but he didn’t speak English, he did speak some Spanish, and he would take our entire laundry
and zip off with it and have it back on board that night. The only time | really had a problem
was one day I was in the officers’ mess, now again I’m not sure how much you know about
ships, but they used to have sideboards that came up around the table so things wouldn’t slide
off. But this day the water was particularly calm so the sideboards were not up. | was sitting
there eating soup, it was noon time, and the quartermaster, for some reason or other, quartered a
wave and that ship keeled over. It went over exactly forty-five degrees and all the stuff on the
table slid right down and hit me on the uniform. | had mustard and soup and God knows what on
my uniform. So I didn’t have a clean uniform ‘til I got to Havana and we had an old, alpacka,
black jacket in the office, | used to have to put that on. It had epaulets on it, that was about all it
had. But that was the only problem I really had with the uniforms. 1 only had two sets of
uniforms anyhow.

SH: | was just thinking, alpacka wool, in the ...
TT: Well, I had to have some kind of a jacket on the ship.
SH: I was thinking it must have been very hot. How were your dancing skills?

TT: Horrible. No, my sister had taken the job of teaching me to dance. But, as a matter-of-fact,
when | went to my high school junior prom the poor girl I invited to that, I kept pushing her
backwards around the floor all night. [laughter] I hadn’t got to the stage where I could go
forward myself. Then I got a little better. But my senior prom | took my sister to that and |
learned a little that night and, but that was about it. My skill there was not that great. But, you
know, it wasn’t so bad because the ship, we didn’t have stabilizers in those days like you have
today, so the ship rolled and everybody rolled with the ship, so it wasn’t too bad. [laughter] You
got away with it and, incidentally, at that particular time, we also had a bar account. | had a
fourteen dollars a week bar account, which I was supposed to use to buy drinks for the
passengers. Well, the gal | was dancing with, her parents, whatever, and all I do is sign for it.
Of course, the drinks were like twenty cents, not too much, so | never did use much of the bar
account. But that was the only extracurricular duty you had. The other one | had was when as
soon as we docked in Havana, | had to go ashore and go to the post office and buy a bunch of
Cuban stamps, and | met the gal, one particular gal there I dealt with every trip so it was very
easy. Then after that, I had my shore leave. We had an eight hour shore leave and, of course,
third assistant purser, you did the night watch.
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TT: It was the third assistant purser’s job. Some very interesting things would happen there and
if you want to hear any of those I can tell you.

SH: Sure, please, yes.

TT: There were some incidents on the ship. This particular one I always remembered. There
was a pair, mother and father, oh, first of all, | have to go back and tell you that in Havana, they
had these tours. A fellow named, I can’t remember his name now, it’s Hernandez, or Mendez,
whatever, ran these tours, daytime tours around Havana and out in the country, in the tobacco
farms, whatever, and at night they had a night club tour. You went to about eight different night
clubs, and the last of them was the San Suci, which was a beautiful casino out in the outskirts of
Havana and this mother and father had their young daughter, she was around seventeen, and they
went out to the San Suci. Well, that night, when they came back on board they didn’t have their
daughter with them and | asked about it because we had to check these passengers on and [they]
said, “Well, she’ll be on shortly.” They had met this Cuban, I’d call him a gigolo, there who
danced with her and she had thrilling romantic night, and all this bologna, and he asked to take
her back to the ship, escort her back to the ship, and these parents very foolishly okayed that.
Well, about I’d say in a half hour later or so, she did show up with this gigolo and he wanted to
come aboard with her, and it was after eleven o’clock, and I couldn’t permit it and, of course, |
had the mate there to back me up. So they’d agreed they would go out on the end of the dock to
say goodnight. Well, the mate was kind of suspicious of this, and we had a security guard there,
he was a big, heavyset, Cuban guy, so he said to him, "Go out and follow them. See that
everything is all right.” It was lucky he did because the Cuban tried to rape her. Well, she
comes running back. The guard grabbed him and had him in a secure hold. She came running
back, running aboard, she was crying, and then the guard brought this guy back. Didn’t know
what to do with him. Well, if you put him under arrest, the Cuban police could delay the ship, so
that wasn’t good, so the mate says, “Throw him off the dock.” The security guard took him at
his word because, climbing from the street way up to the dock was a steel stairway that went up
about two and a half flights, it was a long stairway, straight, so he took this Cuban to the top of
the stairway, gave him a kick and down he went. What happened to him at the bottom I don’t
know but he sure wasn’t in good shape. After that, the next day, this girl made three or four
attempts to come up to the desk and say something to me, but I finally gave her the high sign,
you know, “forget it, it’s alright.” But it’s just an example of some of the stupid things some of
these people do in a foreign port.

DD: Especially in a place like Havana, which is like Las Vegas.

TT: Well, Havana was wide open. Yes, it was very true. But the San Suci was a very, very,
exclusive casino and you had to be well-dressed. Well they had to be there, of course, some of
the other nightclubs were rather rough. They had a team, supposed to be the rumba king and
queen of Havana, anyway, if you made this tour, you’d see the same team at about four of the
nightclubs, like, they seem to jump ahead of the tour group. | made that nightclub tour with my
mother back in January when | had the pneumonia, so | was familiar with, you know, how it
went and part of the tour was the Jai Alai games. You could see yourself a Jai Alai game and it
was unique down there where they gambled at the Jai Alai’s. They had tennis balls with a slot, a
little slit in them, and you put your bet in, threw it down to the bookmaker, or whatever you want
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to call him, he’d catch it, write the slip, and just throw it back to you. | won that night. 1 won
about sixty bucks on the Jai Alai games, which | used to treat the ladies, my mother and two of
her friends, who I’d taken with us that night to a luncheon, or midnight snack I should say, at the
San Suci.

SH: When you are taking the passengers down to Cuba were there other scheduled recreation or
social activities?

TT: Oh, yes, yes. We had a cruise director on board, his name was Bob Smith and his assistant,
Herman Cluthe, and during the day they had, they set up bridge games, they set up contests,
courts on the deck, or shuffle board, and whatever, and they had various functions of that type
that they were responsible for. See, the cruise director, his job, in addition to entertainment for
the passengers, also included setting up the tours. If you wanted to go on a tour and stuff, he
handled all that. But not like you have on the Love Boat or any of these others. Today, of
course, you go on a cruise and you have Broadway Shows and big, elaborate things; it was
nothing like that. You have got to remember, back in the ‘30s now, you’re talking sixty-eight
years ago, and the cruise concept was just starting up. Most of the ships in those days were
actually taking people from A to B. It was transportation, business purposes, or whatever. But
the idea of people going on a round trip, on a cruise, such a thing, was kind of new. Now, all the
steamship companies like the Grace Line were doing it; Ward Line was doing it, and so on and
so forth. We had the cruise to Mexico. For example, you went to Havana, Tampico, Mexico,
Vera Cruz, Mexico and back to Havana, back to New York, in a couple of weeks.

SH: Were there orchestras and things like that on board?

TT: An orchestra, yes, small orchestra. [cough] Excuse me. They would play during the dinner
hour and play the dance music at night. 1 would say maybe about five-piece, or six-piece
orchestra.

SH: Now, did you have to dress for dinner every night and be part of the social scene during
dinner?

TT: Oh, not the assistant pursers, no. We ate in the officers’ mess and this was completely
separate from where the passengers ate, first class passengers. The purser could eat, would eat,
with the passengers, the chief engineer would eat with the passengers, and the Captain would eat
with the passengers, or if he was not present the first officer. You know the old story of the
Captain’s table, “you’re invited to eat at the Captain’s table,” and those are the only ones
required. Other then that, the assistant pursers and the other lower ranking people, we ate in the
officers’ mess.

SH: In your time aboard the ship like this, did you meet any famous people?
TT: Famous people? [laughter] No, I met a fan dancer.

SH: Was she famous?
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TT: I’ll never forget, her name was Sylvia Sidel and, if you remember, I guess you wouldn’t
remember, but Sally Rand was a gal who introduced the art of fan dancing at a World’s Fair held
in Chicago. Well, all the people were copying her and this Sylvia Sidel was on board and | met
her at the ship’s office and she was gonna perform at the big theater in the center of Havana. So
she asked me, if, you know, I’d go see her. Isaid, “Sure.” I went to it. It was kind of funny
because the feathers kept falling off her fan. [laughter] It was a riot and she wasn’t very good
while | was there. You got to remember, when you look at the theater marquee out front, the big
words on it was El Raton Mickey, Mickey Mouse. The Cuban kids loved Mickey Mouse, so they
had the big, Mickey Mouse sign out front. Sylvia Sidel was a little thing on the side. She played
second fiddle to Mickey Mouse.

SH: How many, would you call them runs, did you make?

TT: Oh, I don’t recall. I made five or six, I think, or something like that. It got to be like a ferry
boat. You’d have to wake up in the morning and see the sun to tell whether you’re going north
or going south.

SH: Really?
TT: When the ship burned | was on my last, | was gonna get off that trip anyhow.
SH: Were you? Because that’s just what [ was going to ask. Did you have a set time?

TT: Well, as | said before, it was, | was only on the ship because of this open space they had to
fill. After that, you would think I was gonna get off and | was told, “No, you have to go another
run, because it was the summer time and people were taking their vacations.” So at one point in
time | was moved up to second assistant, and a chap named Frank Trizinskee came in as third
assistant, and then he went on to a different ship, and | dropped back to third, because another
guy came on, because they ended up, you know, to shift around. But because of all the changes,
| ended up going the whole summer. But, definitely, | was supposed to get off at that trip when
the ship burned.

SH: Did you have plans? What you were going to do when that last trip was made?

TT: No. I hadn’t even thought about college, or anything else, and, of course, I didn’t get a
chance to think about it because of the fire. 1 was on subpoena in New York for over a year. |
couldn’t leave, to go anywhere. So at that time I didn’t have any plans at all.

SH: What did you do for that year while you were under subpoena?

TT: | went to work for the Good All Rubber company on Murray Street in New York. The vice
president of the company was a good friend of the family, and they needed a clerk, that’s what I
actually was, and it was nice for me because | had to report to the Southern District of New York
Court, Federal Court there every, what, well, started out everyday, then every, once a week and
so on, on a subpoena, where | could be interviewed when they needed me for any interviews. So
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it was only a two and a half, two and a half, maybe three block walk from my office, on up there,
so it worked out very nicely.

SH: Do you want to go ahead and ask the questions? [Talking to the second interviewer, David
D’onofrio]

DD: Sure, if we could just back up, to when you were still on the Morro Castle, now you served
under the same captain the entire, on every run?

TT: Captain Wilmont, Robert Wilmont. He was a wonderful guy.

DD: How was his service record? I’ve read that he apparently had a magnificent record, for
over twenty years, with the Ward Line.

TT: You mean Wilmont?
DD: Yes.

TT: Asfar | knew. He was an Englishman to begin with but, in fact, | have some papers of his
original applications in there, copies of it. He was a very nice guy, and | had to report to him,
too. Now he made an inspection of the ship everyday and when | meant inspection, | meant he
went from top to bottom, checked the engine rooms, and everything else. So you’d see him
everyday. My close contact with him mostly came about a letter | had to write, or type for him.
It was to my father and the discussion was about putting a canal across the Keys, Florida Keys,
and the discussion was about the coral reef and all sort of stuff. So | worked very diligently on
that letter. When | brought it up to him for his signature, and he read the letter very carefully,
and he looked at me and he says, “You’ve done a very nice job on that letter, but coral only has
one R.” [laughter] I put down corral. [laughter] I had to go back and type the letter all over
again. You know, these were not word processors, these are typewriters. But he was a very nice
gentleman. They have a lot of stuff that’s been written that he and Warms were enemies, and
whatever. A lot of baloney, made up by the writers who I say always speak from the platform of
ignorance. They didn’t know what they were talking about and they were more interested in
jazzing things up than telling the truth. 1 have books. I can show you the books of that, three
books have been written on it, and newspaper articles that were wild. As a matter-of-fact, one of
your professors at Rutgers was quoted, maybe he was misquoted, by a guy named Michael Riley
in the Asbury Park Press and this professor was supposed to be an expert on the Morro Castle.
Everything was wrong. | wrote a letter to the Asbury Park Press, which they didn’t print,
pointing this out. But a lot of stuff you read really was just imagination on the part of the writer.
In there, I have copies of magazines that cover the Morro Castle thing. In fact, one of them |
wrote to them, pointed out all the errors, they interviewed me and the next magazine came out
with my side of the story. | have copies right there.

SH: Great. We’d like to add those to the file.

DD: Now would you say that Captain Wilmont ran a tight ship, kept everything in order?
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TT: Well, according to what Jeff Monroe said, it was a tight ship. 1 would say based on ships
I’ve been on subsequently, it’d be considered a tight ship, but it all depends on what you mean
by the word “tight.” He did insist that things be done right.

DD: Because you know after the disaster it’s usually a habit to try and blame the person with the
least defense, i.e. being a deceased captain, and there are always rumors that he didn’t run the
proper fire drills and things of that type.

TT: Well, here again, it’s quite true he did not have boat drills. But in those days they were not
a requirement, it was up to the Captain, and the ship was supposed to be a safest ship afloat. The
most fireproof vessel afloat. It was like the Titanic, it was supposed to be the safest ship, and
unsinkable, and the truth of the matter is boat drills were always an annoyance to the passengers,
and I’ve been on boat drills many trips after that, other ships, both troop transports for the
military, 1 was even on a Polish Liner out of Canada to Rotterdam, and some of the boat drills
were absolutely stupid. They didn’t teach the people anything, and people didn’t show up to
them. It’s like you see the people on an airliner, the gal stands up and tells you about all the
emergency exits, what you have to do, people sit there reading and listening to their tapes, they
don’t pay attention to it. If anything happens then they get back and swear nobody told them a
thing, you know, that type of thing. No, he did have fire drills, but they only concerned the crew,
and that was done at night. It was done in conjunction with washing down the decks, you know,
get the decks clean. I can’t say anything more than that. The idea of not having boat drills was
his responsibility.

DD: Let’s just go back and could you tell us in your own words what you experienced on the
nights of September 7th until the 8th, the night of the fire?

TT: Well, around seven o’clock, I was in the office there, and got a phone call from the bridge
area asking that we locate Dr. Van Zile, who is the ship’s surgeon, and get him up to the
captain’s quarters, and Van Zile was eating his dinner. We got him topside, up there, and shortly
thereafter, we got a phone call from him saying the captain had died. He was found in his
bathroom, head down in the bathtub, which didn’t have any water in it. He’d evidently fallen off
the john, straight down, and the cause of the death was “heart attack brought on by acute
indigestion.” So we had a meeting with the cruise director, the purser, the chief steward, and so
on, as to whether the passengers should be notified, and it was decided, out of respect for the
captain, they should be notified and the last night out party canceled. Well, we had to check
back with Captain Warms, who now took over as captain. The first officer, he moved up to
captain. With his approval, the cruise director, Bob Smith, went to the main dining room and
made the announcement and | think you find that on that tape. After that, Van Zile came down
to the ship’s office and dictated the cause, all these circumstances around the death, to me, and 1
had to type out the death certificates. Actually, had to be made in thirteen copies so | had to do
them a number of times, and this, plus getting ready all the papers and everything else, ready for
the landing in New York. Radio messages going out to the office about the captain’s death and
whatever, and all these decisions back there having to be made, who’s gonna take over as
captain, and so on. Well, | have to tell you that at this particular point in time we were going
northbound through a very dense fog. Now back in the Thirties there was no such thing as radar.
Radar didn’t come into being until World War II. So the only protection against fog is you blew
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the ship’s whistle every so many seconds, this loud woof noise, which set a very dullful mood
over things. And between that and getting all the paper work finished up, and everything else, |
didn’t get into bed until midnight, or maybe close to one. So my roommate, a fellow named Les
Arrison, who was a second Assistant, we both slept in a passenger cabin. The quarters that were
set for assistant pursers are so small, and they didn’t have built-in showers, or anything like that,
so very seldom was the ship ever full, so we always picked a cabin with a private toilet and a
shower and the one | had was down in D deck aft, as far back as you could go on the ship. A
very nice beautiful cabin, but because of the location, it was seldom sold. So we used that most
of the summer. It must have been around two, two-thirty, somewhere along that line, there came
a pounding on the door. Les got up and answered the door and it was a, | think he was a chief
electrician, I can’t remember exactly. Anyhow, he was from the engine room, and thinking we
were passengers said, “Please get up, get dressed, put on your life jackets and report to your boat
station,” words along that line. Then he recognized that we were assistant pursers, and said,
“Hey, guys, you better get up there on deck and help calm the passengers.” Well, this very fact
that he thought we were passengers, knocking on the doors and was waking people up, he was
going right from room to room, makes a lie, that this baloney that the crew did nothing for the
passengers, that was a lot, big blatant lie, by these reporters of the day and | could use some
language about those people. But at any rate, we got dressed, fully dressed in our uniforms. |
even stopped to comb my hair, believe it or not. | thought that nothing could be serious. |
reported to the purser’s office, which was my duty station, along with Les Arrison. Tolman was
standing in front of the office with Bob Smith, the cruise director, and they were having a
discussion. Tolman had left his room without his shoes and he had to borrow a pair of white
shoes from Smith. Smith wanted to be sure he’s gonna get them back, that’s what they were
discussing, and I said to Bob, “Well, how bad is it?”” He said, “Go look.” Now the purser’s
office was forward, on C Deck, and he said, “Go look,” and I went up this forward staircase and,
boy, it was just a mass of flames up there. Well, that’s where the fire had started up there, in that
area. So | came back down, he said, “Now, Tom, you take the port side and Les, you take the
starboard side and go room to room be sure everybody’s out and get them to the stern.” That
was orders and that’s what we did. In retrospect, it was one mistake made. We didn’t have pass
keys to the rooms, and if the passengers had left the room and they locked the door behind them,
you weren’t sure whether there was anybody there or not. So all you do is pound on the door as
best you could, and holler. So that’s all we could do. We didn’t have pass keys. We got a lot of
people out, told them, you know, be sure they had their lifejackets, and so on. | remember
vividly one woman trying to come back to get her fur coat, which I wouldn’t let her do. We
moved all the passengers toward the stern. | was on C Deck at the time. We got to C Deck, got
them out there, then they moved them up to B Deck, the idea, you have to look at the ship here,
[referring to diagram of the Morro Castle to interviewers] to see what I’m talking about. You’re
out here on B Deck, the idea was we could hope to get up here to get to the boats. The trouble is
you couldn’t. The fire was already up there. So we were all gathered back here on B Deck, and
there was a little incident. There was a Father Egan who was on board, just traveling, and | went
to him and I said, “Father, don’t you think you should give mass absolution, with the Catholics,
to have the absolution thing.” He said, “I already did.” I said, “Father, I wasn’t here.”
[laughing] So he gave me absolution there, which in the Catholic faith is very important.
Anyhow, we had them all on B Deck and | was standing on the starboard side, right up here on B
Deck and I saw the first lifeboat leave the ship. That’s lifeboat number one up here, that boat
there, starboard side, number one boat. The boats are numbered one, three, and so on, and the
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other side, two, four, six. Number one boat and number two boat were motorized. Now, here
was the boat that Chief Abbot left in, and he was accused of cowardice and everything else. |
don’t believe that’s true. I think he went in that boat, at the request of Captain Warms, to see
whether or not it would be safe to launch lifeboats in that heavy sea. You have got to remember
we had a fifty-two knot northeast gale blowing and the waves were, you know, over the size of
this building here. When | saw that boat as it was going toward the stern of the ship and, | was
afraid that they’d get swamped and die, as the boat turned it was all over the place, | guess there
was not very many people aboard. The idea that Warms had at the time was, hopefully, the
lifeboats they could get off, would get to the stern here, and get the people off the stern into the
boats. That didn’t happen very well, because meanwhile the ship was underway and all things
are going wrong. But any event we had the people up on B Deck and the fire kept sweeping
toward B Deck and we had to move them down to C Deck. We got them down to C Deck, then
we had to move them down to D Deck, the lowest deck back here. The idea for getting there
would be to, if lifeboats get there, we could drop them into the lifeboats. Unfortunately, that
didn’t work out too well, because there wasn’t that many; we had lifeboats coming to us from the
Monarch of Bermuda, the Luckenbach, the City of Savannah, these other ships that arrived on the
scene. The Monarch of Bermuda incidentally, they had lifeboats that don’t have oars like, the
American lifeboats had these great big sweeps, the English boats, the Monarch, they had a
system of propeller, which were driven by little short arms by the crew, and they were able to
maneuver better under the stern. But they got a lot of people, they saved a lot of people, and
particularly a lot of people out on the water. But eventually most people had to jump off and
there was a mistake there. The lifejackets of the day, Coast Guard approved, whatever, the best
you could get, were lots of cork and canvas, and when you jumped into the water from any
height, that thing would pop up, and hit you and they tell me a lot of people had their necks
broken by this. | think Jeff Monroe mentioned that in this thing, too. Anyhow, time went on and
the fire was getting worse. At one point in time | tried to use a fire hose, there was one back here
in the stern, and just a trickle of water, | got some water out and then it died out. The reason for
that was the people were using fire hoses all over the ship, but when they abandoned them to get
away from the fire, those hoses are left open and all of them at one time, the pumps couldn’t
handle them all. So that part of the firefighting didn’t amount to much and, at this particular
point in time, somebody, I don’t know who it was, you got to remember it was dark and heavy
smoke, you could hardly breath. Somebody, seeing my white uniform, said, “Can you take care
of this boy?” and gave me a twelve-year-old, about a twelve-year-old kid, who had been up in
upper deck. How he got from here down to there, I don’t know. But he was badly burned, his
back was burned, whatever. 1 tried to put a lifejacket on him and he wouldn’t, it hurt him too
much, and there was no question we were gonna have to jump. So | asked him if he could swim,
and he said he could swim, so I said, “Okay, Bobby, you jump first, and I’ll jump right after you
and you get on my back,” and that thing, well, I forgot about holding a lifejacket down, and I got
whopped on the jaw, too. But luckily, I think I passed out a little bit, I don’t know, I couldn’t be
sure about that, but anyhow, | ended up with him on my back, and that was about it.

DD: So jumping was the only option? Because normally you would board from B Deck,
wouldn’t you, for the lifeboats?

TT: No. No. The lifeboats were in davits up here on A Deck, and the way the thing was
designed; this is B Deck here, with the promenade deck, if everything was going smoothly, these
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boats would be lowered down to B Deck, that’s where the passengers would get on, the lifeboat.
Well, B Deck was where the fire was ...

DD: So they couldn’t get on.

TT: No, and a lot of people, even on that tape you saw, where Bob McDonald says, “the ship’s
captain was separated from the ship’s officers,” that was a mistatement. The ship’s officers were
all up here, the Captain, the First, Second, Third and Fourth mates were up on here, because
that’s where their living quarters are, up there, okay? Now, we were down here. So the fire
separated the officers, ship’s officers, from the passengers. The only passengers who were above
this level were the ones in the suites, the expensive suites up here. Those are the ones who got
into the lifeboats, some of the ones that got in the lifeboats, except this kid. He came from up
there and I don’t know how, he got down here, | have no idea. He got down there someway.

But the ship’s officers were cut off from the passengers completely this way, by the fire, which
was swept all the way down here.

SH: How long were you able to stay in communications if you’re back here, how were you able
to communicate?

TT: No way. That was the problem, there was no communications. You didn’t have little hand
radios that you have today. We didn’t have cell phones or anything like that. The Captain, on
the bridge, didn’t know what was going on in the stern and we tried to get word to him that we
had all these passengers back there and he was steaming into the wind. He was bringing the fire
back at us.

SH: At some point should he have stopped?

TT: Well, at some point he realized this, and he tried to put the ship sideways to the wind, so the
wind would blow the fire this way, away from the stern. But at that particular point in time he
also tried to, I’'m only guessing what he tried to do, I wasn’t there on the bridge, that he tried to
make a run for the beach. Then decided against that because he was afraid if he hit the beach the
ship would roll over and Kill all these people. His original intent was, as | learned later, was to
get into, around Sandy Hook; get behind the shelter of Sandy Hook out of that high wind, and
then lower the boats. He couldn’t do it. See, people don’t realize what this captain was up
against. Number one, we had a hurricane coming from the south, up the coast. This is what’s
causing this big storm. But before that, we had the fog. Now we were driving through the fog,
Warms had to be on the bridge. He was up straight for about forty-eight hours. He was dead
tired. Now, the Captain dies, he found the captain. He has to take over at a time like this. It’s
earthshaking. To begin with, he’s coming out of the fog. He knows he’s got a hurricane. He’s
gonna have high storm in front of him. Now, he get’s out of the fog area, into this increasing
storm thing, and, all of a sudden, he gets the report of a fire on board. Now, fire on board is a
very common thing. It happens on ships all the time. People throw a cigarette butt into an
ashtray, into a wastebasket, or something like that, and you have a little fire. Or, in those days,
we used to have the portholes open because there was no air conditioning and people throw a
cigarette and maybe it pops into a porthole. 1 found my bed burning one day because a cigarette
had landed right in the middle of it, and it was just a minor thing. You threw a glass of water on
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it; forgot it. But those things happen, little fires happen all the time. This particular fire, and
whether it was set or not, I don’t know, but the night watchman reported the fire to the bridge.
They sent Clarence Hackney, who was third officer at the time, down to check it. When
Hackney saw the smoke coming out of this writing room locker, he opened it to put a fire
extinguisher on it, and the thing went “boom,” all over the place. That’s when he, there was a
telephone there to the bridge, he called the bridge and told them that we had a bad problem, to
get the men out, and that took place. But, meanwhile, this thing spread so rapidly, unbelievably
fast. At about the time I got up there, that whole area was on fire. From then on out, here’s
Warms, now, he’s had to take over in the middle of a fire. He’s at a point where he can’t launch
the lifeboats. The one thing he’s accused of, of not sending an SOS, fast enough. Well, the only
word we have on that aspect of it comes from George Alagna, the first assistant radio operator,
and George Rogers, who turned out to be a screwball and a murderer. So whether or not Warms
had ordered an SOS, and they didn’t send it deliberately, we don’t know, I don’t know. But at
any rate, the fire was visible from the shore and it was visible to other ships coming up.
Remember, coming in New York Harbor, you narrow down to what they called the Narrows, so
they’re all coming in the same direction. So the Monarch of Bermuda arrived on the scene, and
the City of Savannah, which is a freight ship, arrived on the scene, the Luckenbach, ... What
were the other ones? The President Cleveland; the captain of the President Cleveland thought
the seas was so rough he wouldn’t lower his lifeboats, he was afraid to lose his men. He was
later chastised for that. But, at any rate, Warms had an awful bucket of worms in his hands, and
now he had a decision where he wasn’t sure whether he could lower the lifeboats, or not, because
of the lives, the rough sea, and, | assume that at this point, he has to have to take the number one
boat off and check it. On that number one boat was ... the Coxswain on that boat was Clarence
Monroe, Jeff Monroe’s father, who he talks about on that tape, and according to him, the motor
on that boat kept quitting, dying out. It kept probably getting washed out with the water. The
engines on those boats were checked once every week, on every trip they were checked to be
sure they operated. But at any rate, they couldn’t get to the stern and the other, a couple of other
boats left.

SH: How many lifeboats do you remember seeing in the water from the ship and from other
ships?

TT: Well, 1 only saw this one lifeboat, the one boat as it left. Again, after that you were so busy
and there’s so much smoke you weren’t seeing much of anything off the ship. Because when |
saw that, the fire was back here on B Deck. Later, | got down to C Deck and we moved the
people from C Deck to D Deck. I had to close the door from C Deck to B Deck to stop the fire
from going down that way. So I don’t remember seeing any other boats until | was picked up by
a lifeboat from the City of Savannah, many, many hours later. Because when | jumped over, we
were washed away, you know, moved away from the ship, so I don’t really know how many total
lifeboats were in the water. From our ship, I think four or five got launched, one way or the
other.

SH: When you’re in a situation like this and you’re making the decision to move further back
and move down, who’s making the decisions? Was there a chain of command or just ...
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TT: No, no. The decision | think was being made by the first, a fellow named Pond, the first
assistant steward. He seemed to be the only one who, I was just a kid, you know, I wasn’t even
eighteen years old and | was just told what to do. | think the decision to move people down
came from Andy I’m not positive of that, but the word was out, “move everybody down,” and
that’s what we did. We just said, you know, “go down the next deck,” “next deck down.” Well,
it got to the point where down on D Deck aft, it was just jammed with people. We couldn’t get
any more, so | had to close the door, leaving me up on C Deck. Meanwhile, people had been
jumping off both C Deck and D Deck. Jumping in, you know, at that time. But again, you’re
not aware of what’s going on, even five feet from you, because you’re in a heavy smoke and
hard to breathe.

SH: What were people doing? Were they screaming, were they calm, were they ...

TT: Well, in retrospect, | would say in the situation they were in, they were relatively calm.
There was some screaming, but not a heck of a lot. 1 think that Father Eagen did a lot to calm
people. But, I think, in the general situation, it was nothing like depicted in these movies you
see, with these people screaming and yelling and all this other stuff, people more or less, I think
they were stunned, that was the best word. I know I was. 1didn’t, [ wasn’t worried about any
particular, things were coming to me slowly, ”You got to do this,” and, “you got to do this,” and,
“hey, you’re not gonna get into any lifeboats,” “now you’re gonna have to jump,” and, you
know, that type of thing. It dawned on you step-by-step. It wasn’t a great big all at one type of
thing.

SH: Were there any lights?

TT: Well, the lights all went out, eventually, but we were getting close to dawn, too, you know.
SH: So you could see?

TT: Well, yeah, you could see.

SH: That’s what I was wondering, could you literally see someone sitting, standing ...

TT: Well, it all depended on where you were and what time you’re talking about. When we
were all on B Deck, yes, I could see everybody, because the smoke, at that particular time,
wasn’t that heavy, and the fire hadn’t gotten that far back yet. What it had done is, it here, cut us
off from getting to the boats. We know we couldn’t go along B Deck, because that was where
the fire started and it was going aft, like this. But up here, we thought we could, aft, but we
couldn’t do it because, again, you have to walk through live flame. But at that particular time
you could see everything.

SH: So at what point do you lose the power for lighting on the ship?

TT: Idon’t know. I can’t guess.

SH: Do you have any guess at how long it took from the time you knew about it until ...

23



TT: I wasn’t really paying attention to anything at that time. | mean, at that particular point in
time, 1 was, | guess, it was when we, somewhere at the time that we moved from B Deck down
to C Deck, I'm not sure. The power went off at a particular point, when they had to shut
everything down and abandon ship type of thing, but I wouldn’t really know what time.

SH: You were already off the ship at that point when they said, “Abandon ship”?
TT: Oh, no, no, no. | say abandon ship, there was never any such order given.
SH: You wouldn’t have heard the order, because you were here in ...

TT: No. There was no order. There was one thing that always bothers me about it, was the fact
that and it was true, the lifeboat, a lot of the lifeboats come ashore with mostly crew in them and
there’s a good reason for that. Let’s take the engine room crew for example. Anthony Bujia,
who was the first assistant engineer, was in charge of the engine room at the time and his men,
they’re way down here, okay. ... [He] and his men stayed in that engine room, keeping things
going and everything under control until they could no longer breathe. It was just impossible to
live there and they were ordered out of the engine room and they shut things down. Now to get
out of the engine room, they had to come up a steel, there was an elevator up there but they
couldn’t use the elevator, up the steel staircase. They came up here and they’re on A Deck.
Now the fire is below them. They’re on top. There’s no place for them to go except into the
lifeboats. They get into the lifeboat, hoping then they could get the lifeboats down past the fire,
into the water, and then pick up people her