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July 24, 1915 was supposed to be Chicago's social event of a lifetime, but turned into a tragedy
unlike any other.More than 7,000 people living in the Chicago area and Michigan City, Indiana,
eagerly anticipated Saturday morning, July 24, 1915. This particular Saturday was going to be
anything but a routine summer day. Plans had been carefully made for it to be the social and
entertainment event of the year, and for some, a lifetime. The fifth annual midsummer excursion
and picnic had been organized by the employees of the Western Electric Company's Hawthorne
Works. Thousands of carefree merrymakers would enjoy a festive day including a lovely cruise
across Lake Michigan to an awaiting parade and day-long picnic. The day would conclude with
an evening cruise back to Chicago. For thousands of hard-working immigrant laborers and their
families and friends, it was going to be a day to remember.Instead, the day's scheduled event
turned into a tragedy never before seen. The SS Eastland, while still tied to the wharf, rolled into
the Chicago River with more than 2,500 passengers on board. Nearly 850 people lost their lives,
including 22 entire families. The ensuing struggle for survival, and the resulting death, heroism,
cowardice, greed, and scandal gripped the city of Chicago.

About the AuthorAuthor Ted Wachholz is the executive director of the Eastland Disaster
Historical Society. Through his work with the society and in association with the Chicago
Historical Society, Wachholz combines captivating images with compelling narrative taken from
firsthand accounts from families of survivors, victims, and others directly affected by the
Eastland Disaster. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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book really wasn’t part of my plan for my life. I hated history at Elgin High School, surviving the
requisite U.S. History course only with the help of my teacher (who also happened to be my
football coach). As a student at Augustana College in Rock Island, Illinois, I dropped the only
history class in which I enrolled. To me, history was boring, simply a bunch of names and dates
that had to be memorized. But the summer of 1995 changed all of that, thanks to my friend,
Pastor Eldor “Rick” Richter, and the miracle of the Holy Spirit. Rick shared Luke 12:48 with me, a
Bible verse that essentially says “much is expected of those who have been blessed.” I realized
then and there how truly blessed I was—a beautiful wife, two wonderful children, family nearby, a
nice home, job, and so forth. It was then that I also realized that much more was expected of me.
That moment in time spawned within me the desire to grow my Christian faith and to also do
something that was meaningful to others and would outlive me.Three years later, and together
with Bobbie’s two granddaughters (see page eight), we formed the Eastland Disaster Historical
Society. And now, through the collective efforts of the Society, we are delivering value to
thousands of families across the country, and even the world. And, of course, my work with the
Society is what led me to write this book, a book that was made possible due to the
contributions of many people. I wish to thank my wife Barb (granddaughter of Bobbie); my
daughter Meredith (who helped edit this book); my son Ted; my Mom and Dad; my sister-in-law
Susan (granddaughter of Bobbie who also helped edit this book); my mother-in-law Jean
(daughter-in-law of Bobbie); my sister Joannie; my dear aunts, uncles, and cousins (too many to
list but you know who you are); Ed Eckert at Lucent Technologies, a rare historian of the utmost
kind; Chip Larkin at the AT&T Archives; Mark Sorensen; Dave Bell (for his CNE support); G. E.
Van Wissink (who helped edit this book); the amazing folks at the equally amazing Chicago
Historical Society including Russell Lewis, Rob Medina, Colleen Beckett, and John Alderson;
George Hilton (author, Eastland: Legacy of the Titanic); Jay Bonansinga (author, The Sinking of
the Eastland: America’s Forgotten Tragedy); Stuart Shea (author, Wrigley Field : The
Unauthorized Biography); Stephen B. Adams and Orville R. Butler (authors, Manufacturing the
Future: A History of Western Electric); Chicago Tribune, Chicago Evening Post, Chicago Herald;
and Ron Steinberg. There are thousands more whom I wish to thank, and I truly wish I could



name each, but I know one or more would be omitted by accident. These are the thousands of
families who have personal connections to the Eastland Disaster—the families who have
provided the names, stories, and photos of their ancestors and relatives. This book, and the
Society, would not exist without your contributions. Thanks to all and to God be the glory.Ted
WachholzArlington Heights, IllinoisMay 2005INTRODUCTIONEarly on the morning of Saturday,
July 24, 1915, with a light rain falling and the air filled with much anticipation and excitement,
thousands were gathering along the Chicago River for Western Electric’s fifth annual excursion
and picnic that was sponsored by its Hawthorne Works employees. In fact, over 7,000 tickets
had been purchased.The S.S. Eastland, known as the “Speed Queen of the Great Lakes,” was
part of a fleet of five excursion boats assigned to take Hawthorne Works employees, their
families and friends across Lake Michigan to Michigan City, Indiana, for the day’s festivities. But
the Eastland, docked west of the Clark Street Bridge on the south side of the Chicago River,
never left the Chicago River. Instead it rolled into the river at the wharf ’s edge with over 2,500
passengers and crew members on board. Nearly 850 people lost their lives, including 22 entire
families.Describing the Eastland Disaster in just two paragraphs creates a temptation to look at
the Eastland Disaster as something singular and distinct—a tragedy that occurred in mere
minutes one summer morning in Chicago. But to have even the slightest chance at
understanding the Eastland Disaster for what it really was—something utterly incomprehensible
—you must include an examination of not just the tragedy, but also the event it was supposed to
be (a spectacular excursion and picnic) as well as the extraordinary aftermath that followed the
tragedy.This book begins with a brief overview of the Western Electric Company and its
Hawthorne Works at the turn of the 20th Century. It then explores the excursion and picnic using
research from prior years’ picnics. The tragedy itself is presented, including the resulting death
of hundreds. The book then covers the incredible efforts to rescue, recover and provide relief to
hundreds of families. This is also where the book closes—with the families and how they were
affected, many in their own unique ways.This book is the third work dedicated exclusively to the
Eastland Disaster. By design it is a photo essay and is not intended to cover every aspect of the
Eastland Disaster. Anyone who seeks a comprehensive work on the tragedy should obtain a
copy of George Hilton’s Eastland: Legacy of the Titanic (1995). Mr. Hilton’s work is the definitive
account of the tragedy, including the events leading up to the calamity, the disaster itself, and the
fate of the vessel after it was raised and recommissioned as a training vessel. Anyone who
seeks a historical narrative work on the tragedy should obtain Jay Bonansinga’s The Sinking of
the Eastland: America’s Forgotten Tragedy (2004). Bonansinga’s work is devoted to the human
drama of the disaster.In my humble opinion, this book is a nice companion piece to the works of
both Hilton and Bonansinga.Borghild “Bobbie” Aanstad was nearly 14 years old when she
experienced a day unlike any other in her life—she survived the Eastland Disaster after
spending several hours in the water trapped between decks in the hull of the ship. The tragedy
did not have a lasting affect on Bobbie—she loved going to the beaches in Chicago, Illinois, and
Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. She also spoke frequently about her experiences to her family,



including her two granddaughters. (Courtesy Jean Decker.)(Cover photo) Shortly after the story
of the Eastland Disaster broke, this photo appeared on the front page of the Chicago Evening
Post. Taken by photographer Jun Fujita, this compelling photo shows the death of a small child
and its impact on even the strongest of grown men. Author’s note: The cover photo portrays the
death of one child, but it does not reflect the extent of what is found in chapters Six and Seven.
While readers may find the book compelling and difficult to put down, readers with tender
sensibilities may find chapters Six and Seven somewhat unsettling. Reader’s discretion is
advised.The Eastland Disaster Historical Society (EDHS)EDHS draws its membership from
throughout the country and is open to anyone interested in the history of Chicago’s greatest
tragedy. Please visit our web site at or call us toll free at 1-877-865-6295. Inquiries may also be
addressed to: The Eastland Disaster Historical Society, P. O. Box 2013, Arlington Heights, IL
60006.OneTHE EARLY 1900S“What’s past is prologue. ”—William Shakespeare, The
TempestThe Titanic. The Lusitania. We all know these stories. The Titanic struck a huge iceberg
hundreds of miles out at sea on her maiden voyage and sank in hours. The Lusitania took a
German torpedo to her starboard side and then sank in less than half an hour. So why doesn’t
the Eastland Disaster strike a familiar chord with people, just as the Titanic and Lusitania? After
all, more passengers, excluding crew members, perished on the Eastland than either the Titanic
or the Lusitania.Before delving into the heart of the Eastland Disaster, it is important to
understand some of the basic historical issues connected to it—from the Titanic and the
Lusitania to Wrigley Field and the World’s Fair. While this chapter will not analyze the social,
economic, political, and cultural aspects of the early 1900s, it will bring certain events back to
the forefront of your consciousness. Not only should this help you to recall some of the basic
historical issues of the time, but I hope it will also raise your curiosity. Almost all of these events
are connected to the Eastland Disaster.The unsinkable Titanic struck an iceberg and sank on
April 14, 1912. Newspapers around the world headlined the story. Lifeboat capacity became a
major issue as hundreds of passengers and crew went to their icy, watery graves even though
they had hours to escape. The headline “Mostly Women and Children Saved,” while true for the
Titanic, was not the case for the Eastland. (Courtesy Library of Congress, Serial and
Government Publications Division, 53.1.)Edward F. Dunne, a former mayor of Chicago, was
elected Governor of Illinois in 1912 and served until 1916. He was in San Francisco attending
the 1915 World’s Fair when the Eastland Disaster occurred. (Courtesy the Historical Society of
Oak Park and River Forest.)In June 1913, Governor Dunne signed the bill giving women in the
state of Illinois the right to vote for Presidential electors and some local officials. However,
women still could not vote for state representative, congressman, or governor; and they still had
to use separate ballots and ballot boxes. But by virtue of this law, Illinois had become the first
state east of the Mississippi to grant women the right to vote for President. The women
celebrating the granting of women’s suffrage in Illinois are from Western Electric’s cable plant.
(Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent Technologies Inc./Bell Labs.)In 1913, President Woodrow
Wilson entered into the first of his two terms as President of the United States. Two years later



he would have to deal with two major ship tragedies. (Courtesy Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division LC-USZ62-20570.)Wrigley Field, originally known as Weeghman Park,
was completed in 1914 and was home to the Federal League’s Whales for the 1914 and 1915
seasons. It became home to the Chicago Cubs in April 1916. (Courtesy Chicago Historical
Society, Chicago Daily News negatives collection, SDN-059261.)Started by a French company
in 1881, the Panama Canal through the Isthmus of Panama was completed by the United States
in 1914. It was a transportation breakthrough—the “kiss of the oceans”—connecting the Atlantic
in the east with the Pacific in the west. (Courtesy Eastland Disaster Historical Society.)Nearly
4,000 telephones, together with switchboards, power plants, cables, and other telephone
apparatus, were installed in and around the Panama Canal Zone by the Western Electric
Company. Several months later, in January 1915, Western Electric would play a significant role
in the communications breakthrough that rivaled the importance of the Panama Canal—
connecting the telephone systems (and their subscribers) from the East Coast to the West
Coast. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent Technologies Inc./Bell Labs.)The 1915 World’s Fair
(officially named the Panama-Pacific International Exposition) was held in 1915 in San
Francisco, California. The Expo was a year-long celebration of the opening of the Panama Canal
with many attractions to entertain visitors, including bi-plane rides over the San Francisco Bay.
(Courtesy Eastland Disaster Historical Society.)Every state in the Union that participated in the
Expo constructed a building representing them; festivities were planned for each state to
showcase itself. Many Illinois dignitaries, including Illinois Governor Edward F. Dunne and
Chicago Mayor William Hale Thompson, were in San Francisco and had rehearsed their keynote
speeches in preparation for the State of Illinois festival, which was scheduled to commence
Saturday morning, July 24, 1915. (Courtesy Eastland Disaster Historical Society.)William “Big
Bill” Thompson was elected mayor of Chicago in the spring of 1915. Mayor Thompson, along
with Governor Dunne, was attending the World’s Fair in San Francisco at the time of the tragedy.
(Courtesy Chicago Historical Society, Chicago Daily News negatives collection, DN-064415.)On
May 7, 1915, a German U-boat torpedoed the British passenger liner Lusitania off the coast of
Ireland. America recoiled at the loss of 1,198 passengers and crew, including more than 100
Americans. President Woodrow Wilson issued a blazing response to Germany for the sinking of
the Lusitania, holding them responsible for the loss of American lives. Wilson could never have
envisioned that he would be dealing with a second ship disaster of a similar magnitude, but on
the safe waters of his home country, less than three months later. (Courtesy Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division LC-USZ62-64956, LC-USZ62-64957.)TwoTHE BELL
SYSTEM“I can see the time when every city will have one.”—An American mayor’s reaction to
the news of the invention of the telephone.In the 1800s, the railroad and telegraph were
important links of communication across the United States. Toward the end of the century and
into the early 1900s, the telephone was beginning to play an important role as well. At first, the
telephone was the voice of the community. As the population increased and communities
stretched to the corners of the country, the telephone faced a much larger task: connecting the



communities and people regardless of distance. American Telephone and Telegraph’s (AT&T’s)
president, Theodore N. Vail, shared his prophetic vision of coast-to-coast “universal service.” In
1909, and in support of Vail’s vision, AT&T’s Chief Engineer John McCarty promised that
universal service would be ready by the opening of the Panama Canal, even though the
technology to do so did not exist at that time. The Bell System would provide the means to that
end.In the fall of 1908, American Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T) first made use of national
advertising to tell the story of the Bell System as an institution of American life. The theme of the
advertising was “one policy, one system, universal service.” (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent
Technologies Inc./Bell Labs.)The Bell System was a network of local phone companies that
included, among others, the Chicago Telephone Company. These companies were affiliated
with or owned by AT&T, and their phone systems were linked by AT&T’s long distance network.
The equipment for the Bell System was provided by the manufacturing and supply capabilities of
the Western Electric Company. The implementation of Vail’s vision of coast-to-coast universal
service would be the Transcontinental Line. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent Technologies
Inc./Bell Labs.)The Transcontinental Line crossed 13 states and was carried on 130,000 poles.
Joining the Atlantic and the Pacific, the Transcontinental Line connected 100 million people over
nine million telephone stations. It was an incredible achievement for AT&T, the Bell System, and
Western Electric. A sentence spoken by a person in New York, without the aid of a telephone,
would travel at the speed of sound and would take four hours to be heard in California. The same
sentence, traveling over the Transcontinental Line, would take 1/15th of a second. The
Transcontinental Line brought together the subscribers of the 25 Bell operating companies and
thousands of local companies. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent Technologies Inc./Bell
Labs.)On January 25, 1915, the first transcontinental telephone call was made by the same men
who, nearly 40 years earlier, had made the original telephone call on January 25, 1876.
Speaking from New York City, Alexander Graham Bell spoke to Dr. Thomas A. Watson (left) in
San Francisco the words he used in 1876: “Mr. Watson, come here, I want you.” In 1876, the two
men were but 100 feet apart. This time, 40 years later, these two telephone pioneers were 3,000
miles apart. The benefits to commerce and society of the Transcontinental Line rivaled those
provided by the opening of the Panama Canal. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent
Technologies Inc./Bell Labs.)Months later, on September 29, 1915, the first coast-to-coast
wireless conversation was held between New York and California. The conversation was heard
in Honolulu, Hawaii as well as Paris, France. The Western Electric Company and its quality
telephone equipment made all of these achievements in communication possible. It was an
exciting time for the country, the world, and Western Electric. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and
Lucent Technologies Inc./Bell Labs.)ThreeTHE WESTERN ELECTRIC COMPANY"Family
Owned and Operated"The seeds for the Western Electric Company actually sprang forth from
the telegraph, not the telephone. And whereas Western Electric became most noted over the
years for its quality telephones and telephone systems, it also spent considerable time and
resources as a distributor of electrical appliances. Yet those who knew Western Electric from the



inside knew that it wasn’t a particular product line—telegraph, telephone, electrical appliance or
other-that was the essence of the company. Rather, at the heart of Western Electric was its all-
out belief in and commitment to a simple concept—make things well. It was often stated that the
Western Electric standard in its manufacture was PERFECTION. This approach made it the pre-
eminent manufacturer of high-quality products. Western Electric applied this same approach—or
perhaps attitude—to the workplace, making it the pre-eminent employer known for its high-
quality work environment that was "like family."An honest and paternalistic businessman named
Enos Barton (left), an inventor named Elisha Gray (center), and a capitalist named General
Anson Stager pooled their respective strengths (and cash) to organize Gray & Barton, whose
principal product initially was telegraph apparatus. A few years and several business
acquisitions later, it would become the Western Electric Company. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and
Lucent Technologies Inc./Bell Labs.)In 1869, the new firm of Gray & Barton was one of many
firms competing in the telegraph apparatus business. Two years later, Gray & Barton was
fortunate enough not to be destroyed by the Great Chicago Fire. Their business actually
accelerated as a result of the fire. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent Technologies Inc./Bell
Labs.)In 1872, the Western Electric Manufacturing Company was formed from Gray & Barton
(which ceased to exist). The Western Electric Manufacturing Company soon became a key
manufacturer in the new communications empire—the telephone. Nearly a decade later, and
after the industry-wide battle over the telephone patent had been settled, a new company
emerged—the Western Electric Company. AT&T held a majority interest in the stock of the new
company. Under the new arrangement, the new Western Electric Company became the
exclusive manufacturer of telephones for AT&T. (Courtesy Ron Steinberg and Lucent
Technologies Inc./Bell Labs.)
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D. Warfield, “Well worth a read... Loaded, simply loaded, with historical photos.Not much in the
text department; but what there was... well, I cried like a baby by the end of it.I appreciated the
(very) brief chapter on the background of Western Electric; was not aware of how well they
treated their employees. And it was nice to see that they stepped up to the plate and financially
helped the survivors.The ending chapters made the book worth the buy, tho'. You could tell the
author is emotionally invested in this tragedy and his respect for those affected is apparent
throughout.Looked up the Eastland Disaster Historical society online - wish the author would
write his own book and include the survivor's stories on the website. (I am still a fan of physical
books....)”

Russell, “Disaster had a Human Error element.. The detail and photos are excellent, and the
book didn't cover up the human error element that caused he disaster. The book comments on
the fact that ships that load from one side have to be water ballasted by crew down below, and
errors in this procedure caused the roll-over. This is a great book by the Historical Society that
sorted the facts from the drama and stories that popped up over the years.”

microtv, “Why haven't many people heard about this?. I'm going to cheat. I'm going to write one
review and use it on three separate books. No doubt I'll offend the review gods at Amazon, but
this subject merits it. Even though I live only 4 hours away from Chicago, I had never heard of the
Eastland until I was searching for something entirely different and found a Western Electric
website mentioning it. This is an utterly incredible story. I promptly ordered "The Sinking of the
Eastland." The book goes into a fair amount of detail about the tragedy itself, yet its primary
purpose is to describe the people involved and how they were affected. The author never claims
to be a technical authority and instead makes reference several times to another book "Eastland:
Legacy of the Titanic." I promptly ordered that one as well and while searching for additional
information I learned of a third book "The Eastland Disaster (Images of America)." That one was
ordered as well. Since you have read this far, you are obviously interested in my opinions and in
my opinion, all three are required reading to grasp what happened. "The Eastland Disaster" is
primarily a collection of relevant photographs which augment the other two books. Many more
photographs of the events surrounding the ship, the sinking and the aftermath. And finally,
"Eastland: Legacy of the Titanic" is much more technically oriented including the naval
architecture concepts concerning the ship itself. I found this book to be especially good as it
attempts to provide as much of a balanced view as possible, including several contemporary
naval experts analyzing the court testimony of a leading architect of the day. Absolutely
fascinating stuff. Not only that, but it is interesting to learn our concern for American jobs being
lost to China is not a new thing. Ninety years ago people were worried about the same thing as a
result of new regulations coming from the Titanic sinking. All three books solidly contribute to



gaining knowledge about the disaster.”

DJ McEdwards, “Historic But Unknown. It's an event from Chicago history few people ever heard
of, and the documentation of the event itself is no more inclusive than it needs to be. The
emphasis is on the rescue attempts, the ways and people involved in trying to save the survivors
and then cope with those unfortunate enough to have lost their lives. Many photos probably not
seen in a century, now brought to the pages, bringing the level of pathos to an extreme, but for a
purpose: to show how many cared to try to help after the ship keeled over in that filthy sewer of a
river.  See that cover shot?  Expect more of that!”

seaphilo, “Excellent coverage of a forgotten maritime tragedy. One thing that I feel I must preface
my review of an otherwise outstanding resource with is this:If you are easily upset by disturbing
images, this book may not be for you. The cover illustration of an older man with a thousand-
yard stare carrying the body of a young drowning victim (there were many) only prefaces what
comes next within the pages of this book. Even after nearly a hundred years have passed, the
photographs still carry a tremendous impact.Other pictures of the salvage efforts, rescue
attempts and other old maritime engineering themed pictures of the aftermath are interesting in
a what they had then/what we have available to us now context.As a safety specialist working on
a paper I ordered this book and found that it was an excellent resource for a tragedy that was
nearly forgotten outside of a local history context. Even the background history of the company
sponsoring the excursion and the ship itself receive attention. The information is presented in a
fact based manner, though no punches are pulled when referring to old media accounts and
interviews as to the reprehensible conduct of the Eastland's captain during rescue operations --
threatening welders who were 'ruining my ship' with their cutting torches when they were trying
to open holes to save those victims trapped belowdecks -- and the more people more profit
mentality that ultimately led to the capsizing of the vessel.With the caveat of the graphic nature
of some of the images, this book comes highly recommended for those who have an interest in
commercial maritime safety, local history, and disasters/corrective steps taken afterwards.”

Kathy S., “The Eastland Disaster in Chicago. A forgotten disaster that happened 100 years ago
in Chicago. Being a Chicago native I was familiar with the Eastland disaster but learned much
from reading this book. Fabulous archival photos from Western Electric and newspapers who
covered the disaster. An easy read with many photos about a day that was to be relaxing and
fun-filled and turned out to be disastrous and very sad.”

The book by Ted Wachholz has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 47 people have provided feedback.
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