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 [Jan. 1, 1985, Island of Bonaire, Netherlands Antilles, Habitat Hotel/Dive Facility. Sunny, balmy 
and relaxing atmosphere. Back to the Memoirs.] 
 
I left the Clearwater Nov. 6, 1936, at Beaumont, Texas. The non-officer crew union had been 
negotiating with ship owners for some time, unsuccessfully, and finally went into a a strike 
situation (in the Gulf, at least.) This had been fomenting while we were in New Orleans. Our 
radio operator’s union, the American Radio Telelgraphists Association (ARTA) was following the 
negotiations closely and I was cautioned to keep in touch via radio etc. It had been decided to 
strike a ship in “sympathy” when an appreciable percent of the crew walked off. This occurred 
in________, our first port after N.O. Capt. Geetes was spending some shore time with his wife 
in N.O. and the first mate was in charge. Perhaps I would not have left if Geetes had been 
aboard, he was a strong character! In any event, when the allotted number of crew walked off I 
did also. The Masters, Mates, and Pilots, the deck officer’s union, rather a weak organization, 
also took up in sympathy but there was only one of our officers who was a member. He was 
just filling in during the Gulf run, anyway. He walked off. The current cadet, Leo Clark, became 
enthused also and left with me. He had had enough sea life, away from his girlfriend, etc., I 
think. Perhaps I also had reached the point of giving stronger consideration to some change. 
Maybe even to school! We all three packed up, mostly, and walked off. The acting captain took 
it all philosophically and there was no unpleasantness or unkind words. “Do your thing if you 
feel like it!” 
 
“Jerry” A.C. Jarret, 2nd mate, Leo Clark, cadet, and I, “Sparks,” walked off Nov. 5, 1935, in the 
evening and rode the bus to New Orleans. Clark went on to his home in Mobile, Alabama. For 
“safekeeping” I sent my library with him to hold for me until I had a more permanent address. I 
never saw it again! A collection of several years! Nautical, technical, travel, literary, 
mathematics, all gone. I tried numerous letters etc. to Clark to get him to send the books. Never 
a real response. A Christmas card or two with promises. Nothing more. I think it was just 
procrastination, not evil intent. (I have not yet given up!) 
 
When Jarret and I arrived in N.O. we put up at a small hotel, the Hotel Orleans, I believe. I spent 
three weeks there, “on the beach.” It ate into my savings appreciably, living expenses and quite 
a number of night out “tears.” I recall a chap who also stayed there who had made a big thing 
of a small pet alligator. He had carried it with him in his travels and kept pulling out newspaper 
clippings with write-ups. He claimed it had been blessed by the Pope! It was about 10-12 inches 
long and he would carry it in his coat, inside pocket. It ate only occasionally. Jarrett stayed on 
for a week or so then left for his home in Beaumont, Tex. 
 
During the three weeks “on the beach” I was required to help out in our union’s strike activities. 
Phoning, picketing ships, talking up the strike, strategy and so forth. I was issued a police 
authorization to man the picket line at ships which were under strike. We were required to 
maintain a minimum distance from the gangplank. One very long day I spent alone at a dock 
area well out in the outskirts of N.O. where a single ship was tied up. I saw no one, did nothing, 
and felt very much wasted. This was normal picketing! Later, at one of the docks just south of 
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Canal Street while on picket duty I saw a radio operator I knew standing on deck of a ship and 
with no other thought than casual conversation walked over to the ship. I no sooner got there 
than I was collared by a plain clothes N.O. police type, lectured severely and lost my picket 
authorization for breaking picket regulations! Now I could not help the pickets. Frankly I was 
quite happy about it but couldn’t show my true feelings. 
 
Now I was back at headquarters aiding in some small way. One of our members was of Chinese 
extraction, named Ho. He made a big thing in answering the phone, “This is Ho!” etc. 
 
I renewed a few old acquaintaneships in N.O. but in general it was a wasted three weeks. After 
two years aboard ship I found it difficult to adjust to shore life and kept treating each evening 
as a “nite shore leave.” Finally, as the strike was not going too well, our union decided to 
change its strategy a little and not pull off a ship unless the major part of the crew left and 
other involved criteria. About the first ship that came in after this apparently fit the new criteria 
for keeping an operator aboard. For some reason the radio operator was scheduled to leave, 
quitting, fired or? I don’t recall. In any event the ARTA received a call for a replacement. By 
some set of seniority logic I was in line for the first opening of this sort. Apparently, I had been 
the first operator to walk off! Unknown to me at the time, certainly. In addition, because when 
the new strike criteria was applied retroactively to the Clearwater situation, I should not have 
left! So be it, I was offered the berth and accepted it posthaste. There were numerous carping 
remarks and snide insinuations about why I merited the nod. I ignored my detractors and 
sloughed off strike activity PDQ for life on a “banana boat.” 
 
A day or two after having arrived back at New Orleans with Jarrett and Clark, the Clearwater 
returned to dock in New Orleans. I boarded her to obtain some of my possessions which still 
remained aboard and to face Geetes. Geetes was not too hard on me. First he told me I was a 
GD fool. I had to admit he was right. It had been a mistake (which the union had finally realized) 
and had done us no good and we lost the position to a non-union operator. (I heard later from 
Knight that he was a real dud and Geetes got rid of him as soon as he could.) Then Geetes 
offered to do what he could to get me back with the Mississippi Shipping Company fleet. He 
acknowledged it couldn’t be back on the Clearwater but he thought he could get me back on 
one of the other ships as soon as a berth became available. I thanked him and we parted on 
good terms. Apparently I had passed his rigid tests as a “good sailor.” 
 
My typewriter was one item I still had aboard. When I finally found the paacking crate for it, 
which I had saved, the lid had disappeared. Used for some more important duty, seemingly. 
This incensed me so I removed part of the cabin sofa and made a new lid. This sofa part 
followed the typewriter and me on many travels. (This typewriter is still in my possession but 
was retired from active duty at the same time I retired from RCA, Jan. 1, 1980, as I received an 
electric SCM typewriter as a “going away” gift by fellow RCA associates. The packing case was 
turned into a camping larder box and may still be in the basement storage area.)  The “banana 
boat” was the motor ship Worden, M/S Worden, owned by the Standard Fruit and Steamship 
Company. She was registered in Nicaragua and flew her flag, naturally. This, more importantly, 
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meant that she was subject only to the Nicaraguan shipping regulations (if there actually were 
any). Alongside the dock, she was not very impressive. The same was true of every other 
location. She was long, narrow, and had essentially no superstructure. There was a small 
deckouse which contained the galley, the officer’s mess room, and the radio room. This latter 
was also my sleeping cabin! 
 
Just aft of this deckhouse was a small enclosure where the wheel was located. 
 
The Worden had been built in 1901 as one of three submarine chasers, Worden, Truxton, and 
Whipple, for the U.S. Navy. They were named after Navy admirals. While in Navy service, they 
were not completely unimpressive. Years later I noted an article by the Sperry Company 
relating some early ship gyroscope history. In the article was a picture of the U.S.S. Worden, she 
having been one of the early gyro-controlled vessels. I wrote Sperry with my little story and 
they sent me a glossy copy of the picture. 
 
As built, the ships were driven by steam engines and probably had a good-sized crew of sailors 
as well as armament. The three sister ships were purchased by the Standard Fruit, stripped and 
gutted, then set up as “banana boats.” Except for three small areas, one fore for the crew 
quarters, one aft for the officer quarters and one just below the deckhouse for the engine 
room, the below decks volume was one continuous, empty hold. 
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The steam engines were replaced by two 200-hp diesel engines. These gave her about 15 knots, 
wide open. In addition to the two engines, the engineering department contained various 
pumps, an electric generator, gasoline driven, which furnished lights, an air compressor, used 
to start the diesels, and a small gasoline-driven electric generator which charged the radio 
room’s 24-volt battery system. In port, the light generator was shut down at 9 p.m. for 
economic reasons, and the ship was in darkness. However, several of the officers had brought 
on board 6-volt automobile batteries and had jury-rigged small automobile light bulbs to read a 
little or ?  When I saw this state of affairs I got ashore to an electric shop, purchased a couple of 
24-volt electric bulbs and set up my own lighting system. As 24 volts was, in those times, a 
standard rural or farm supply voltage, normal bulbs and fixtures could be purchased. After 
lights out I threw on my private lighting system and read on. This was an eye-opener to the 
remainder of the crew, and from the captain on down I sensed a small amount of “this is 
unfair,” but it did not faze me. However, I did not overdo the good thing and shut down before 
midnight. (All the radio equipment was operated by this radio-room 24-volt battery system, so 
the small amount of energy supplied to my reading lamp did not really affect the amount of 
periodic recharging required.) As I  have said, I had one small cabin, about 6’x10’at the most, 
which did double duty as sleeping quarters and radio room (see sketch.)  
 
It was a tight squeeze. I sat on the bunk to run the radio communication equipment. Essentially 
no drawer space, a few hooks for hanging clothes. 
 
The radio equipment was not bad, however. There was a full setup at high frequency and one 
for the low-frequency ship channels. However, they were both low powered. The low-
frequency system was actually what was generally installed in the large motor-powered life 
boats of a large liner or used as an emergency set in case the larger transmitter went bad 
suddenly. However, the setup was adequate for our run from the Gulf ports to Mexico and 
return. 
 
The three sister ships, which were on similar runs, kept up contacts with one another at stated 
times, agreed to beforehand. We used the H.F. system for these contacts. When one ship was 
docked in port, messages could be sent in to shore points. We operators kept each other 
informed about the strike situation, also. I only happened into port at the same time with one 
other operator. He and I spent an evening on the town and became personally acquainted to 
some extent. 
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The ship characteristics and crew complement are listed on the attached sheets. Just about all 
hands were Norwegians, except the Chief Engineer, the steward (cook), and I. The deck crew 
operated on the old sailing ship watches, 4 on, 4 off, just two watches. The engine room 
operated on a three-watch schedule, 4 on and 8 off. The chief engineer stood a regular watch. 
The captain nominally stood a watch but actually the bos’n took his spot. We were never 
underway for very long as the runs to and from Mexico took only a couple of days or less. The 
helmsman, quite often the 1st mate (and only) or the bos’n took the wheel and two sailors were 
on watch, one as lookout (at night), the other relief at the wheel and doing odd jobs. The wheel 
was direct-coupled through cable and gear panels to the rudder (i.e., no steering motor) and it 
required fair muscle and skill to hold her on course, particularly under heavy sea conditions. 
 
Our trips took very nearly seven days: two days enroute each way,a day in port at each end and 
one day standing by to cross the bar and miscellaneous into and out of port. Our sole cargo was 
bananas, 10,000 bunches from Mexico to Galveston, generally. The ship had no refrigeration so 
once the bananas were loaded we were always pushed to reach a U.S. port and get them 
unloaded into refrigerated rail cars before ripening got too far advanced. As you know the 
banana bundles were cut green and had to get to their eventual purchaser or consumer before 
really turning yellow. 
 
This could be ticklish at times. Because of warm weather enroute, because they were not cut 
quite at the proper time, or perhaps due to delays between loading and reaching the unloading 
port the bananas could reach the Gulf terminus in a too-ripened condition for further shipment. 
In this case they would be dumped on the local Gulf cities, probably at a loss. Thus, it was 
imperative to the company and captain (as well as crew) that we have no delays on the return 
trip. Also, a close watch was kept on the bananas’ condition as we proceeded. I had messages 
to send noting ripening conditions. I don’t recall we ever had a full load of ripe ones, only 
occasionally, a partial load. The one nice thing about all this is that there was always a bunch of 
ripening bananas swinging near the galley for any crew member’s palate. The bad feature in 
carrying bananas was the bugs which inevitably came with them. We had plenty. I never did see 
any black widows, just ordinaries. Another precaution was that they should leave no leaf or 
foliage attached. A D.A. [Department of Agriculture] regulation to prevent disease importation, 
I assumed. 
 
In general the trips were uneventful. At sea I kept scheduled contacts, took care of the 
equipment and batteries, learned the eccentricities of the two new (to me) transmitters and 
receivers. The Standard Fruit did their own communication care and repair, i.e., not either 
Mackay Radio or RCA Radio Marine. However, I never saw any one of that type on board. It was 
all on my back. All went well, I am glad to remember. I listened to other ship traffic, listened to 
the radio, read, slept, ate, and strolled the deck a little in daylight. There was essentially no 
interaction with the crew other than that at mess or while standing by in port for cargo. 
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The ship itself was very uncomfortable even in port and especially at sea. She was long and 
narrow and very prone to roll. Our course to Mexico and return was on a line which was at an 
angle to the typical wave motion. Thus, for each wave the bow rose, we rolled to port, the bow 
went down as the stern rose, and we rolled to starboard. These were large angle rolls always 
and were hair-raising in a storm when seas were high. We had several fairly severe storms 
during my two months on board. These were the typical winter storm in the Gulf, so-called 
“Northers” which swept out of Texas with very steep fronts, strong winds, lasting about 2-3 
days. I have seen these come through Galveston with such a steep front that the temperature 
could drop from reasonable to very cold in a matter of less than an hour. 
 
The seas were difficult either way when high. Going south we were light and so were moved 
around very easily. Going north we had a load of bananas for ballast but were always in a hurry 
so the captain pushed her harder. Each of the two diesels drove its own propeller, a twin-screw 
so-called, through reducing gears. The engines were governor-controlled to run at a constant 
speed irrespective of the load on the propellers or “screws.” However, as we pitched, rolled, 
and yawed, the screws would come free of the water quite frequently and the engines would 
“rev up” markedly before the governor could get control and slow them down to regulation 
speed. This meant that an engine roar occurred each time the screw or screws left the water. 
As the bow rose on a wave it came well out of the water and when the ship, in effect, “rocked” 
over the wave in a pitch, the bow would descend into the trough of the wave with a devastating 
bang which shook the entire ship. Sleep was difficult under these conditions. So was sitting, so 
was radio operating, so was eating, so was cooking! Most of the time, except in port, the mess 
table was racked off into 8-10” sections of wooden grating an inch or so high which, with a 
tablecloth, kept dishes and plates from sliding around in the seas. Even with this, dishes and 
soup plates could only be partly filled to prevent overflow. Under the worse storm conditions, a 
fire could not be kept in the galley cookstove (a coal burner) so we ate cold cuts, etc. The 
stovetop was likewise racked off into sections to which pots and pans could be lashed. The cook 
was worth his metal in these conditions. We did not have a large cold storage cooler on board, 
barely enough capacity in food for one week. On one trip because of delays we overshot and 
the steward was out buying chickens for the return trip. The food was, generally, quite 
passable. I particularly liked the cold cuts set out for the night watches. 
 
Like all crews, there were a few characters. The captain was a Norwegian, a reformed boozer 
who was now a straight-laced teetotaler, the worst kind. The first assistant engineer had 
stomach trouble and blamed the coffee pot. He would go to great lengths to clean it 
periodically. I believe it was only a near seasickness. The captain was also a stutterer so my 
name care out s-s-s-s-sp-sp-Sparks!” 
 
He and I got on fairly well until the last trip. We had reached Galveston with a load of bananas 
and the dockers were set up to unload us immediately. They lowered conveyor belts into the 
hull and under good conditions could empty the hold in 6-7 hours. A sailing time board was 
posted for around midnight so I headed for shore P.D.Q. for an evening out. I cut the time 
rather close and returned in a cab but as luck would have it we were held up by a slow freight 
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train at a grade crossing. I arrived about 10 minutes late. Everyone was aboard waiting and the 
gangplank was pulled in just as I got to the top. I expected repercussions and was not 
disappointed. The next morning the skipper requested my presence in his cabin, no larger than 
my radio room, and dressed me down about boozing, etc. He waved off my freight train 
defense as “cock and bull.” This bothered me considerably although I knew it was not a good 
reason for holding up the ship, I should have headed back sooner. Captain Olsen ended his 
lecture and admonition with “If you won’t promise to do better, you can get off.” Not to be 
outdone, I told him, “OK, I’ll leave,” and we discontinued our “conversation.” It was this last trip 
which left Galveston, missed taking on cargo at Frontera, finally went to Vera Cruz, and then to 
Tampa to discharge, lasting about two weeks. We, the “Cap” and I, had no further discussion on 
my waywardness until we were almost to Tampa. Then he vouchsafed that I had been a good 
operator and he would reconsider and I could stay on. I didn’t buy this and stuck to my guns, I 
would be leaving at Tampa, which I did (but for other reasons of my own). 
 
It was during this last trip that it was decided to patch the hull while waiting for bananas at 
Frontera. Being curious and not occupied I crawled into the hold to watch the operation. The 
hole through which a fair stream of water was entering was actually a split or parting in the 
steel outer hull about an inch or less wide and maybe six inches long. Ripped open on one of 
those crashing wave actions. 
 
The patching process consisted in making a flat piece of steel plate, with a threaded hole in the 
center, which was cut to cover the hole on the hull exterior. This was pushed through the hole 
with a short bolt threaded into the centered plate holes. By manual maneuvering the exterior 
plate was centered over the hull tear and the bolt or threaded stock was passed through. 
Another steel plate inside the hull. The two patch plates were then secured to each other and 
the damaged hull with an inside nut. This did not completely stop the flow of water but it 
slowed it to a trickle and gave strength to the damaged area. The final patch was then applied. 
A small square box or form about 21-18 inches on a side was built about the patch area and 
filled with a Portland cement, sand, and gravel concrete mixed. When this hardened, a perfectly 
good patch had been made. This satisfied me that we were now safe and the hold had been 
taken care of. However, what did disturb me a great deal was that as I now wandered about the 
hold, I discovered that there were similar patches scatered over the hull in great abundance. I 
was stunned! We had come down south under heavy seas and I had found them to some 
extent exhilarating. Not so on our run from Vera Cruz to Tampa. In much smaller seas I was 
troubled with thoughts of those patches with each pitch and roll of any consequence. However, 
this was not the reason for my determination to leave, either. 
 
The Mexican port where we loaded bananas was Frontera. This is located at the southwest of 
the Yucatan Peninsula off the Bahia de Compeche. Frontera, a small town, is located a few 
miles up the Usumacinto River on the north shore. The entrance to the river is guarded by a bar 
(sand, that is) which could only be crossed at high tide, even with our shallow draft. This could 
mean a delay or wait of six or more hours if we finished loading at or near low tide. 
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I never got ashore at Frontera. Essentially no one did. Now and then a small motorboat might 
come out to the ship but their operation was so erratic and undependable that it was unwise to 
put any faith in them. 
 
The loading crew was brought out in a large launch and the bananas were loaded from barges. 
This complete loading crew was rather extensive in numbers and very vocal. All the loading was 
manually operated, they carried the bananas on their heads, etc. In addition to the loaders, 
there were their own mess crew who prepared the food on deck. Also, the Mexican custom 
officers were also on watch and guard. All in all it was a large and active group. 
 
The principal food source seemed to be chickens which they brought on board alive and which 
they picked the feathers in the same condition, with much added noise. In general, they were a 
basic, somewhat primitive class of peons. 
 
On one trip we loaded bananas well up the river from Frontera where we picked up the loading 
crew. We finished boarding at what must have been close to low tide and because of shoals in 
the river we drew too much water to return to Frontera until almost high tide. This occasioned 
a delay of several hours with our decks thronged with the unoccupied (at least not loading) 
peons. They lolled, slept, harangued, snooped, argued, and, wherever possible, got into 
mischief. One practice was to collar some of the younger ones, boys essentially, throw them 
over a deck box and masturbate them, just for laughs all around. 
 
It was difficult to keep them on deck and out of our quarters. I understood that on a similar 
occasion one of our sister ships had a similar situation during which some of the more 
adventuresome peons started urinating down the cabin ventilators. One of the first happened 
to be the captain’s whereupon he came charging up from below with a hand gun in a 
threatening demeanor and let off a shot or two into the air. This seemingly guieted things 
down, but got him into serious trouble with the Mexican government. 
 
During one of our return trips to Galveston we ran into dense fog upon approaching the Texas 
shore. The skipper asked me to get a radio reading to help locate him. To carry out this 
procedure, I call a government radio station on shore, request a bearing, send long dashes on 
the transmitter for about a minute, interspersed with my ships’s call letters, YNAD, then wait 
for a return message giving our bearing angle from the shore station. He used a “direction 
finding” loop to determine the bearings. I took this into the captain, he looked at the angle 
carefullly, looked at the chart, shook his head and said: “C-c-c-couldn’t bb-be, s-s-Sparks, c-c-
couldn’t be.” He was wrong, In an hour or so the fog lifted and we found ourselves far off 
course, well west of Galveston. He didn’t apologize for his comment. 
 
If we were close enough into shore we could get distance data via radio and the foghorns. At 
the same instant that the foghorn started a distinctive set of blasts, a radio signal would be 
sent, also with a distinctive code. By counting seconds between the radio signal and the start of 
the coded blast one could determine miles from the foghorn. This coupled with a radio bearing 
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could give a fairly precise fix, if properly done. Two radio bearings from different shore stations 
would also give a fix. 
 
As I noted earlier, the ship radio operators kept in touch via h.f. scheduled contacts to pass 
news around, chew the fat, and handle any special orders for the ship’s captain. This latter was 
not really properly legal if one ship was in port but nonetheless was effective and cost-
conscious. At about the time I left the Clearwater, I had started to think about returning to 
Indiana and continuing my education. Time on the beach, followed by the stint on the Worden 
further crystallized these thoughts to the point that I corresponded with Purdue relative to 
semester starts, admission, etc. I finally reached the point that I sent a wire, time was getting 
short, inquiring as to my status as an in-state resident. This had an important bearing on yearly 
fees or tuition, much lower for Indiana residents, say $50 versus $250 per semester. Shortly 
after we left Galveston on Jan. 11, I received a message from our ship that was still in port that I 
had a telegram for me from Purdue. This was to the effect that I was still considered an Indiana 
resident for purposes of establishing fees. This, and other events, was the causative forcing 
information which turned me north from the tropics to the rigors of the north temperate zone 
and the discipline of a more formal education. Thus are lives shaped. 
 
It was this last trip that turned out to be unusual in several respects. A handlers’ strike in 
Frontera prevented us from loading upon arrival. This dragged on for several days while we 
waited, patched the hull, and did other maintenance activity. Finally, as food was running low 
and we were drawing pay for no real productivitiy, we were ordered to Veracruz (a radio 
message, naturally) to pick up a non-banana cargo. I don’t recall the nature of this cargo, 
particularly, some cased products of Mexico, etc. we were there several days loading. This was 
my first, and only contact with Mexican soil. Vera Cruz was not markedly different than most of 
the other cities I had visited in South America. The corn food menu of Mexico was evident. 
Street snacks were wrapped in corn husks, etc. Although we spent a couple of days in port 
loading I have only one recollection. This was of one of the sailors being away all night and 
returning about midmorning holding up his pants with his hands. He had gotten tanked up, 
thrown in jail where he was stripped of about eveything by fellow inmates including shoes and 
his belt. He was in a sorry shape. 
 
The trip, Vera Cruz to Tampa, was uneventful, only a little rougher than normal. I had been in 
Tampa previously on the Clearwater, so it held no particular attraction as a new port and no 
particular high points as an old port. When we arrived, I signed off, took my pay, packed, 
bought a ticket for New Orleans on the next through bus and started my return to the midwest. 
I had been on the M/S Worden exactly two months and had made six round-trips to Mexico. 
 
I arrived in New Orleans the next day, picked up more possessions, bid one of my favorite cities 
goodbye, and purchased a bus ticket to West Lafayette, Indiana. It was a very difficult trip; in 
late January storm and flood conditions existed through much of the south. We were rerouted 
over west through St. Louis. When I arrived in West Lafayette I was tired and cold, my blood 
was thin from two years in the tropics, I had been away from formal studies for four and one-
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half years. I registered the day after I arrived, for the second semester, and plunged into 
academic life as a freshman engineer. It was hard adjusting and I don’t think I really got warm 
until midsummer of the midwest arrived. 
 
[Barnegat Light, August 24-30, 1985, at Kellers, 19 Ninth St. Hank and Theresa, Penny and three 
live ones.] 
 
PURDUE UNIVERSITY 
1937-1941 
 
My four years at Purdue had no great highlights. I was finally doing what I had looked forward 
to for about six or more years, in college studying engineering. Some of it was quite interesting 
and some of it was boring. Those subjects that I liked and, at the time, felt were stepping stones 
to being an electrical engineer, I did well in. Those that I thought had to do with being a well-
rounded engineer and not in my direct goal route, I tended to treat casually and shirk, more or 
less. 
 
I did not have to struggle to stay abreast but neither could I breeze through courses without 
study and preparation. Thus, during most of the week, I spent my evenings at my desk. In 
engineering particularly the first two years, it was almost impossible not to schedule a class or 
two on Saturday morning. A full normal load was about 18 credit hours per semester. I always 
made an effort to schedule 8 a.m. classes every day possible so that I would be forced to arise 
early. Engineering had much laboratory classes throughout the four years so one normally had 
a fairly full day. I lived very near the campus all four years so could drop to my room whenever I 
had a free hour or more between classes. 
 
I never used the library as a study area like many students did then and seem to do now. I 
preferred to study alone in my own quarters. As I have noted, essentially my entire library had 
been lost to my pal, Leo Clark. I had to start building anew. 
 
I did not develop any long-term friendships at Purdue. Most of my acquanintances arose from 
classes, rooming houses, or drinking buddies. Being on limited resources I had not much ready 
money for social activities and not being much of a joiner, I joined in very little beyond straight 
class and coursework. Registration fees, however, included a ticket book to all home athletic 
contests as well as a number of cultural events. I went to many of the athletic events and some 
of the cultural events. At that time Purdue had good basketball teams and fair football teams. 
Ward “Piggy” Lambert and Nobel Kizer were the respective coaches. I did not ever date a 
university girl. At the time, the ratio of men to women was about 4 or more to one. There were 
a few women in engineering but they were mostly oddities, but not necessarily odd. Even as a 
freshman the required classes were slanted towards engineering and not scheduled by non-
engineers, they were too difficult. One did not really find non-engineers in class except in a few 
types of electives such as speech and history. I don’t believe I ever set foot on the south side of 
State Street, the dividing line between engineering and agriculture. This was a foreign area. 
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When I entered Purdue in January, 1937, I had been out of high school for 4 ½ years. Yet I 
scored quite high on the entrance aptitude tests, in the 98-99 percentile. I suppose some of this 
had to do with my activities as a radio operator, ongoing attention to electronics and 
engineering, and much reading during the long period since high school. 
 
Entrance to Purdue at midterm meant going into classes of a mixed bag of students. Most 
courses were made up of two successive semesters of the same subject, like chemistry, math, 
etc. Plus taking a first semester course in the second semester threw one in with students who 
were repeating the first semester course, those who were academically ahead in their high 
schools and were entering Purdue after 3 ½ years of high school, and a few like I was, an older 
student who had sat out a few years. These types of classes lasted for a year or two and in later 
years made scheduling a bit of a problem because of normally required pre-requisities. These 
early classes had certain difficulties in view of the student makeup. There were always 
references in class to “you already learned this” etc. I had to dig in this first semester but came 
through in good style, making the distinguished student list. (I was a little astonished myself.)  
 
[Added later …] Regular fees for an Indiana resident were $54/semester. Distinguished student, 
$21/semester. 
 
Other than prestige, making this list had two more useful awards, about $50 in fees were 
remitted for the following semester and one was allowed to schedule classes and register early 
the following semester. Both were quite useful. Money was always short and a nagging 
problem. I arrived at Purdue with about a $600 kitty which went into the bank. During each 
summer I earned over $300 and saved about 75% of it. During most of the four years I had a 
school job where in I worked 12-15 hours per week at, as I recall, 35-50 cents per hour. These 
were in some way financed by government (state or federal) funds for needy students.  
 
[Added later ….] National Youth Administration (NYA) I believe was the organization. 
 
I worked for the Descriptive Geometry department for several semesters doing summaries and 
recapitulations of graded papers. This was mainly to analyze the scores attained on various 
types of problems. One year or more I worked in the Electrical Engineering department building 
laboratory requipment and completing thesis-built projects. These latter were projects taken 
on by students working toward master’s degrees. Generally they never quite finished them to 
the point of being useful. 
 
I did a few other miscellaneous tasks to pick up a little money or food. Waited on tables at a 
banquet once, for dinner. One roommate worked at a fraternity for his meals. On weekends I 
occasionally substituted for him for Saturday night dinner. A few times I had yard work jobs. 
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These were my principal resources. No other income. I had three loans from the Purdue 
Student Loan funds: two at $100 and one at $50. Uncle Frank Maguire counter- [missing page 
52] 
 
Signed these. (I repaid the $250 the first year out of college and threw in a small donation.) The 
last $50 loan I obtained at the end of my senior year to get me to Camden, New Jersey, and 
startd at RCA. I had already gone the limit ($200) on loans and it took considerable talking to 
get the loan committee to extend additional monies. I used the ploy: “I need it so that I can 
take on a job with which to repay the other.” One of the E.E. professors was on the committee 
so that helped.  
 
My summers (4) were spent in the Great Lakes cruise ships as radio operator. This was a very 
good source of income and as I lived on the ships, my expenses were not great. Cost of 
uniforms & laundry, and of recreation and transportation to and from the ship. I was able to 
clear about $250 each summer. This kept me alive. (It was also a major input to my otherwise 
grey life as a student. More of this later.) 
 
During the school year my mother did my laundry. I had a mailable laundry box for sending it to 
Oxford but quite often took it home personally and the family quite often dropped it off on a 
trip to Lafayette. I did not spend much time at Oxford during those years, only sporadic 
weekends, hitch hike over and back. Leo and Harold were still in school and I’m afraid I rather 
ignored them. I could have done much more. I did once or twice show the family around at 
Purdue’s “open house” periods. 
 
My living quarters at Purdue were in private homes where in one to four or five rooms were 
rented to students while the remainder of the house was occupied by the owner or family. The 
first year and a half I spent at Mrs. Baker’s at 120 North Grant Street. This was located just 
opposite the Grant Street entrance to the Union Building. It has since been torn down (as has 
been 140 North Grant) and replaced with the university garage. I don’t recall ever seeing Mr. 
Baker, she may have been a widow. She had about four daughters. 
 
I roomed at Bakers with George Gale, a Physical Ed student. He was on the football squad, B 
team. He lived in northern Indiana, Mishawaka. He and I got on reasonably well even though I 
think he picked up a few of my possessions over the year or so. George had a girlfriend at home 
so he spent most weekends at home, outside the football season. Football practice was a very 
wearing activity and many evenings he would return to the room after dinner at the D.W. 
house and roll into bed. 
 
His football associates were frequent visitors to the room and there were a few post-season 
card games. My years at sea gave me a certain standing among students fresh out of Indiana 
high schools. This had its good points but made it a little difficult to mingle with the freshmen. 
As the rooming house had mostly upper-level students it was not too bad. Other students were 
two rooms of Turks at the graduate level, a pair of junior Chemical Engineers, and a pair of 
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science school students. The Turks were a little different but not too bad. (I typed a master’s 
thesis for one ($5.00) on the air conditioning of a tobacco factory). One married a local girl and 
took her back (for better or worse, we thought). One of the science students died during the 
year. We had visited him the night before after an appendicitis operation, Bob Behrens. 
 
The other science student, Bob Spitzer, was an effete type who was reasonably intelligent but 
was more or less drifting through college. Much of his time seemed to be spent in social 
activities. After the war started he joined the Navy, worked his way up to being a hotshot 
officer in flying boats, was written up in papers and books as a hero, 1st class, married an 
admiral’s daughter, but eventually ended up lost on a flight. Quite a chap! 
 
George finally made it into the DW frat house so I moved up the street to 140 North Grant 
Street and roomed with the son of the landlady. He was not currently attending school and I 
rarely saw him. He was a private pilot but I have forgotten what he spent his time at. The 
landlady’s name I have forgotten. In most of the rooms, the student “desk” consisted of a small 
table with one central drawer. Here I had my only desk. The beds might be two singles or a pair 
of bunks. Separate bureaus and sometimes separate closets. Two straight chairs and maybe 
one easy chair. Students furnished all else: lamps, bookshelves, decoration, clocks, etc., towels, 
washing equipment. A common bath for all upstairs. The rooms were always on the second 
floor. No A/C but generally fairly well heated in the winter. 
 
My third location was at 430 North Salisbury Street, a couple of blocks from campus. Cecil 
Reeves, a first cousin to my father, had moved to West Lafayette and opened a rooming house. 
She was a widow. I felt obligated to give her my business, I suppose. At this time I was a junior 
and my rommate (not my choice) was a freshman youngster whose clean-cut ways and living 
habits were somewhat divergent from my own acquired ways of life. He finally moved out to a 
separate single room and I finished out the year alone. I don’t believe I fitted in too well with 
Cecil, either. She tended to frown on some of my activities. I did simonize her car, one full 
Saturday of labor, for $5. At the end of the year I was really strapped for money and suggested I 
pay her the last month’s rent, 10 or 12 dollars, after my first summer’s paycheck from the ship 
job, which I already had. She took this badly but finally agreed (she could do little else, I was 
broke). I sent her the month’s rent promptly and didn’t return the following Fall. Possibly she 
was relieved, also! 
 
My last semester, the fall of 1940, I roomed at Carl Hammer’s, 212 North Street, an upstairs 
apartment. He and his wife, both West Lafayette school teachers, had this small two-bedroom 
apartment and rented one of the bedrooms. I don’t recall the name of my rommate. We got on 
reasonably well for the four months. I won’t forget Carl, however. This semester was 
interviewing time for jobs for me. As usual, there were not many companies on campus in the 
fall, this was a spring activity. I had interviewed with G.E.’s college personnel representative 
and he had offered me a position in G.E.’s engineering training program, a sought-after 
position. Thus, I had a hip pocket fall-back solution for a job. RCA had a campus interviewer so I 
signed up and was one of two students invited to visit Camden for further interviews. The other 
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student was Jim West, I believe, a graduate student. I was interested in RCA and wanted to 
pursue the job and they promised to reimburse me for the travel expenses to Camden. 
However, this repayment would not be paid until after the trip and I didn’t have the $50 
needed to get me there and back. I took a shot with the railroad for an advance ticket based 
upon the RCA offer but they wouldn’t buy it—“regulations.” I had about given up. However, 
Carl heard me discussing it with my roommate and they both put the pressure on me to go. Carl 
offered a loan. I finally accepted the $50, and West and I took the train, Pennsy coach, for the 
overnight mid-December trip to Camden, N.J. (More later on this.) Thus, Carl Hammer was one 
of those pivotal persons along life’s routes. He had absolutely nothing to gain by this gesture. It 
was not an insignificant sum to him but he downplayed his part. (It was at this same time that 
my third student loan application was under review and I had had no response. It did come 
through and I had enough money to travel to RCA in January but this time by bus!) 
 
A high proportion of Purdue students lived in rooming houses; there was no real stigma 
attached to this. We were “independents,” no affiliation with fraternities, sororities, Purdue 
Rresidence Halls, or cooperatives. Of course there were also quite a few students who lived at 
home in nearby communities, and commuted on a daily basis by car. I could have done this, I 
suppose, but after two years on my own I had no bent for living in Oxford. That fear of being 
trapped in a small town without any financial resources for escaping stayed with me all my life. 
That, and the discovery late in my last semester that I had neglected to take a required credit 
course were recurring dreams (nightmares) that have haunted my sleep for many years.  
 
Food was a daily necessity and always a financial concern. Basically I solved it rather simply: 
Breakfast, a pint of milk, probably chocolate; lunch a hot dog and pint of milk; dinner, a plate 
dinner for 25 cents. As a pint of milk cost 5 cents and a hot dog 10 cents, my total daily outlay 
was roughly 50 cents. As time went on I learned to keep a can of prepared chocolate mix in my 
room and prepare it with hot water from the faucet. This did for breakfast and a late night pick-
me-up. The plate dinner was just that, a plate of food with bread. Apparently there was enough 
variety in the choices as I have no recollections of misery along these lines. Occasionally there 
would be a “free” meal by work or by friendship but not often. As I had no background of fine 
food or a large appetite, I did not suffer for any lack. Neither did I grow fat. Although I had 
started smoking while on board ship, I almost stopped at Purdue. It cost too much, and was 
reserved for weekends on the town. 
 
I had the ordinary interchanges with the Purdue staff and administration, I suppose. Edward 
Elliott, the president, was a rather reserved and somewhat stately type, reasonably well liked, I 
recall.  The story was that off and on during the year some new or green student would return 
from class to find a note on his desk, “Call 3001 and ask for Ed,” which of course was President 
E. C. Elliott. Dean Andrey Potter of the Engineering Schools and Mrs. Gailbraithe were lecturers 
in Engineering I and both nationally known. Mrs. Gailbraith was a time and efficiency expert 
and also was the mother of “Cheaper by the Dozen,” written by her children. (One had married 
a girl from Oxford, Gean Irwin.) 
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Charles F. Harding was head of E.E., a tall lanky type. I had him in a senior course, Engineering 
Administration and Economics 122 which didn’t appeal to me and in which I didn’t do too well, 
a “P.” He offered me a graduate assistant job at the end of school, however. He wanted me to 
do graduate work and take on modifications to the Purdue radio station. I had had enough of 
school, needed better money, and war was nearly underway. I turned him down. 
 
M. L. Fisher, Dean of Men, and I had two major interchanges which left me with a hearty 
contempt for him and a low opinion as to his value as a student advisor. All engineering 
students took general engineering more-or-less orientation-type courses the first year. One of 
these was Surveying. It was my opinion that this course was designed to open up the field of 
Civil Engineering to freshmen as a possible career. As I was fully launched into Electrical 
Engineering, I believed that I did not need such a course. It would be a waste of time. So I 
stopped into the Dean’s office and told him of my background and views. No deal! He 
responded by telling me that if I was not interested in engineering in a broad sense, that I 
would not do well, that if all I wanted was to study Electrical Engineering that I probably was in 
the wrong school, maybe I was more suited for a trade school, and that it might be best for me 
to withdraw and go elsewhere! I was completely deflated, somewhat stunned, and I backed out 
without further comment. This left me with a bad taste for the Dean of Men and his ilk. As an 
advisor of young men  he seemed to be lacking in the first essential, a willingness to understand 
and explain. (Needless to say, I took Surveying finally, didn’t do too well in the coursework, but 
did very well on the final, an “H,” but pulled only a “B” in the course. They frowned on my 
sloppy surveys!) 
 
The second tangle with Dean Fisher was at the end of a spring semester, in which I received 
word from the Kirby Line Shipping Company that they would like me to report about June 1 at 
Manitowoc, Wisconsin, to get the radio gear in shape for the summer season, i.e., “help outfit 
the ship.” As this was a week or two before term end and before finals started I was in a 
quandary. I went to Fisher with my dilemma. He was completely unsympathetic and muttered 
something to the effect that “a job that won’t wait until your school is out is not worth taking!” 
How wrong he was! These jobs were essential if I were to continue at Purdue. He concluded by 
telling me that the burden was on me to square the finals in each course with the individual 
instructors. I did so and in due time got agreement from all hands that I could arrange a 
mutually agreeable time during the fall semester to take the finals. I had real sympathy and 
understanding from most of the instructors. In the fall I made arrangements and one by one 
took the tests in good form, getting grades for the earlier semester at about the end of the 
current semester. The time allowed me to cram each course individually and so I actually 
probably made out better than I might have by any other method of ending the courses. 
 
Charles B. Aiken was in charge of the E.E. area having to do with Radio Engineering and 
Radiation, my goals. He left at the end of my sophomore year so I had little contact with him 
other than through my NYA job. Gerald K. Miller was an instructor under Aiken and it was he 
that I had much contact with for three years both as my supervisor on the job and as a course 
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instructor in Radio Engineering. We got on very well. I corresponded with him for a few years 
after Purdue. He had left after graduate school and worked down in Texas for an oil company. 
 
R. P. Siskind followed Aiken and I had him for a course or two. He was not a vivid type and left 
little imprint in my memory. 
 
In Thermodynamics, another “well-rounded engineer” course, my instructor was an elderly 
professor whose background had actually been in electrical engineering . How he ended up 
teaching thermodynamics I never learned. I don’t think it was his favorite course, neither was it 
mine. It is a very dry subject, mostly specialized math. At various class sessions he would work 
his way completely around three walls of blackboard presenting a chalkboard derivation, 
interspersed with “Are you following me?” As he was hard of hearing and wore no hearing aid, 
he never heard any questions so continued. He did not use an eraser, used the heel of his hand 
to smear the chalk for corrections. However, he was a likely type and as the class was made up 
of juniors and seniors they were more or less tolerant of his eccentricities. Now and then he 
would throw in the sponge and spend most of a class period showing us pictures he had taken 
through his personal astronomical telescope. A hobby. Many were of the moon. (I was to recall 
this when we sent out antennas on the Lunar Orbiter spacecraft to photograph the moon prior 
to the moon landings.) 
 
A professor and department head that left me with less than fond memories was V. L. Alberg of 
the history department. I signed up for American History as an elective as a junior. 
Unfortunately the third class period of the week came on Saturday morning. As this was the 
year I was courting in Jackson, Michigan, I cut many of these Saturday classes. Despite this I did 
reasonably well in the coursework. He was a pontifical type and had (with his wife) written the 
course textbook. He liked to talk and had his special historical philosophy. As I recall, none of 
this sat too well with me. Despite all, I studied hard for the final but received a low grade. I was 
never able to get him to show me and discuss the final. I have always believed he was getting 
even for my lack of respect in cutting his classes. I received a “P,” the bottom of the grades. 
(This did not kill my interest in American Historyl.) 
 
Another course comes to memory, Engineering Mathematics. This was an elective, following 
two years of required math. It was taught by R. B. Stone, a math prof and also the university 
registrar. He was elderly and  a math prof, not an engineering math prof. He insisted on proving 
each and every math technique and theorem right down to the bitter bit. I had looked forward 
to this course as I had a liking for math and knew it to be an essential for electrical engineering. 
However, his presentations were not really what I was after. I got a good grade, an “A,” but did 
not continue the second semester. Engineers need a math ability but not for itself, only as a 
tool for solving engineering problems. Stone could not understand this. 
 
A course which I enjoyed in a certain way was a speech course, oriented towards the personal 
interview. As I was weak in this type of interchange, I signed up for it as an elective when a 
senior. I was taught by the head of the speech department who was quite good. There were a 
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number of practice interviews during the course, some using role models. At the course end, 
each student needed to conduct an interview with the instructor to determine his final grade. 
My grades in the early part of the course had been fairly low but showed a trend upward. I used 
this to prepare a graph which extrapolated to a top grade. I used this and a few other 
stratagems in the interview. I had his back to the wall with logic but he finally capitulated with 
“It’s an A and not no higher.” I was fairly well satisfied. 
 
Purdue, as a Land Grant College, had a requirement that all male students must take one year 
of military training. At Purdue the training was in a field artillery unit. The uniform, furnished, 
included high field boots and a warm khaki uniform. This did not appeal to me  and I was able 
to be excused from it by the fact that I had entered in midyear. I was entered in a Phys Ed class 
instead. This was hardly a formal class and all I recall was playing tennis several times. I must 
have attended a few classes but they left no mark. 
 
My one entry into athletics was back in boxing. Purdue had a club team whose main events 
were a tournament, to select a team for entry into the Lafayette Golden Gloves Tournament. I 
started working out in the fall of 1939. It was quite hard after a three-year or so layoff from 
road work and training. I slowly got back in shape. We worked out and boxed in the new 
fieldhouse that had just been completed at about the same time I was collared by Claude Reek 
who was just fresh from Iowa and was starting a wrestling coaching career at Purdue. This was 
to last more than thirty years and included many good teams. I was not up on wrestling and 
opted for boxing. (I probably made a poor choice.) 
 
The boxing coach was “Punchy” Maxwell who had had some sort of boxing career but was 
currently part of the Army Field Artillery Unit. I enjoyed the return to boxing, more or less; it 
was hard. I was almost 24 years of age. However, by tournament time I was down to only 118-
120 pounds so was entered in the second weight class. I won the preliminaries without any 
difficulty but as I was still losing weight I weighed in at 112 by the finals so Punch rearranged 
the boxoff so that I was in the 112-lb. class and the last man I had beat at 118 was reinstated. 
He won at 118 and I easily won at 112. 
 
The school paper and the Lafayette Courier carried articles on the new team and I was featured 
as a returning champion. However, my enthusiasm was cooling and I found that it was taking 
more time than I liked from schoolwork (an excuse) so I dropped out much to Punchy’s dismay. 
I settled for a trophy and a picture in the Purdue alumnus magazine. My brief entry into Purdue  
athletics did bring me a bit of notoriety which carried on in a small way throughout Purdue. 
 
Another area of activity was the Purdue Amateur Radio Club. They had an amateur station in 
the E.E. building and ran regular schedules on a midwest net handling message for students and 
such. I participated for a year or more. My code work at sea stood me in good stead. I never 
really got worked up deeply, however. 
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My notes and letters show that I planned and started a paper for the Purdue Engineer 
magazine. This was to cover the end of spark transmission as a recognized and legal modulation 
technique for radio communication. This was one of my unfinished projects. 
 
Another unfinished project was an AC 60v generator. My father was doing much farm building 
at this time and had acquired a few electric operated tools, saws and such. Thus, he needed a 
portable power source in the country. I had learned of a technique for rewinding a Dodge 12-
volt DC automobile generator such that it would output 110v 60 cycle. I offered to carry out this 
task for him. We obtained an old Dodge generator and I got started. By the time I completed 
Purdue I had rewound about 3/8 of the coils. It never got finished. I shipped the parts to 
Camden, then Princeton. I still have them in a box, as shipped from Purdue. My father finally 
purchased a generator. 
 
My scholastic record at Purdue was not outstanding. I finished in the upper 10% of the E.E. 
School, I believe, made the Distinguished Student list three semesters and was invited into Eta 
Kappa Nu, the honorary E.E. scholastic fraternity in my senior year. This latter cost $10 entrance 
fee and I debated joining for some time, until I decided it might be financially an advantage in 
the long run. I expect it was, it looks good on a resume. 
 
I fell in step in a few other areas. I bought senior yellow cords and wore them regularly. I 
probably needed new pants by then. My wardrobe had been built up during my two years at 
sea and this was invaluable while at Purdue. I had few clothing outlays. The senior cords had a 
long pocket in one trouser leg for holding a slide rule. This was also a sort of status symbol. A 
particular irritating feature resulting from my midyear entry was that I was classified as a 
freshman for three semesters and as a senior for only one semester. This came from the ID 
cards, made up at the first semester of each year. These classifications had significance in 
athletic seating choices and other status situations. 
 
[12 Feb 1986, Island of Cozumel, Mexico.] 
 
My grades at Purdue suffered somewhat during my fourth and fifth semesters, the winter of 
’38 and ’39. As I have stated, I held radio operating berths in the Great Lakes summer cruise 
ships each of my four summer vacations. (More of this in detail, later.) The first summer, on the 
SS Alabama, I met and became interested in one of the college girls who held waitress jobs. She 
was quite pretty and we got on reasonably well. At the end of the summer this more or less 
terminated when we both returned to separate schools. She was at a teacher’s school in 
Ypsilanti, Michigan, not far from Detroit. 
 
The following summer we were both back at the same ship and our relationship blossomed. By 
the end of the summer we held close ties. This continued through the winter and this was the 
cause of my grade performance decline. It was necessary that I make the trip to Ypsilanti, her 
home, about every other weekend. This was not close by and my only real means of 
transportation was hitchhiking. In general, I tried to get away Friday afternoon. Occasionally, I 
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could get there Friday night but normally I stopped over at Plymouth, Indiana, and begged 
lodging from my Aunt Clara. She put up with me without evident rancor. I completed my trip on 
Saturday morning. I practically always made the return trip starting at Sunday noon, arriving at 
West Lafayette Sunday evening. There were many cold trips. Naturally, leaving Friday afternoon 
meant I lost a class or two on Friday and all that I may have scheduled for Saturday morning. 
Then too, there was little or no time for weekend or Sunday night class preparation. The toll 
told! By late spring we had run into difficulties and we broke off. This did not help the studies 
immediately, either. It took another full semester before I was back to speed. 
 
One positive long-lasting impact made on me was an understanding and sympathy for my 
children’s emotional involvements. 
 
Prior to the first summer vacation, I set about seeking a summer position. I planned to go into 
industry engineering design upon graduation, so I felt that seeking summer employment in this 
general area would both earn me some money and give me a good foundation when I sought a 
permanent position. I worked up a list of companies and a letter of application outlining my 
assets. That got me a couple of interviews but no offers. This was the spring of 1937 and the 
depression was not really over despite Roosevelt’s spending. 
 
Things began to darken. The school (Purdue) ran a one-week short course in electric wiring of 
rural homes as part of a Federal Rural Electrification project that was to start in early summer. I 
signed up, took the course, bought a pair of linesman pliers (which I still have) and stood by for 
a job call. It did not come immediately. Things got darker! 
 
My next step was to make a few visits to Chicago to check into ship operating jobs. I should 
have started this sooner but I was not really aware of the summer cruise ship openings. During 
one visit I went out to the Chicago marine radio station, WGO, and chewed the fat with the 
radio operator who was on duty. As it happened, he had spent time on salt water and we had a 
few reminiscences to share as well as some downgrading comments on fresh water ships and 
sailors. 
 
During these couple of visits I stopped in to see Joe Maguire who was currently a head 
mechanic with Greyhound Bus Lines. Eugene Kennington had joined him from Oxford and was 
in a sort of apprentice position. In the evenings we made the rounds of the nearby watering 
spots. 
 
As a result at about the point that I despaired of a summer job of any sort (about the early part 
of July, I think) I received a call to report to the SS Alabama for the chief operator’s position. 
The former holder of the position was leaving and operators with a first class license (required 
for chief operator) were scarce in the Great Lakes area. I arrived as fast as I could and joined her 
on July 11, 1937, at Cleveland. What a sigh of relief! 
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The steamer Alabama was owned by the Kirby Line (their only ship, I think). It had been built in 
1910 at Manitowoc, Wisconsin, 1689 tons net, 2626 tons gross. She carried 294 passengers and 
a crew of 141. During this season of 1937 she operated on a seven-day cruise schedule: 
 

Cleveland 
Detroit 
Mackinac Island 
Soo Locks 
Ft. William, Canada 
Isle Royale 
Soo Locks  
Midland, Canada 
Parry Sound, Canada 
Detroit 
Cleveland 

 
Priced at $66.00 and up. The port stops ran from ¾ to 7 hours, always during the day and 
evening.  
 
A four or five-piece orchestra furnished dance music, a cruise director directed activities, slot 
machines were provided, etc. The passengers were primarily elder couples and young single 
females (school teachers, secretaries, etc.). A certain amount of sin was evident but not 
flagrant. The radio room door opened into the main dining room so I always had a good view 
and rundown on the passenger list. 
 
The crew was made up of two general types: veteran Great Lakes officers and crew for running 
the ship and summer-type employees who served the passengers. These latter included cooks, 
messboys, waitresses, bellhops, etc. Many of the younger ones were college students with 
summer jobs. I was a sort of anomaly: a summer college student but a veteran saltwater sailor 
(one of the very few on board). As the Chief Radio Operator, I was a senior officer with three 
full stripes and a certain amount of prestige. I had two assistants and we maintained a 
continuous watch while away from port. It was a very nice position in general, and had 
particularly nice features on a cruise ship. 
 
The radio room equipment was not all that great, but adequate. RCA Radiomarine had control 
of the technical part of the operation, so in effect I was their agent for collecting radiogram 
fees, radio watch reporting, and repair and maintenance of the equipment. The transmitter was 
an ET-3629 200-watt, ICW set which operated at 410 and 425 KC. The receiver was a Marconi 
Wireless Telegraph Model 106B, three-tube set. Also, under my control and operation was a 
direction finder located on the bridge: an RCA Model 1445A, serial 1369. I was always called to 
the bridge by the captain in heavy fog in close quarters. No one else knew how to operate the 
D.F. (My knowledge had been book learning only, no prior hands-on exposure. I got by fairly 
well.) 
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I recall during one trip, I think it was the following summer (1938), having transmitter problems 
which required tearing down the transmitter at sea. All went well. By this time in life and as a 
veteran operator, I had considerable confidence. The call letters were WCPT. 
 
Of particular interest on the Alabama itinerary was Isle Royale in the northern part of Lake  
Superior. It was then, and still may be, a relatively untouched northern wilderness island. There 
was a lodge or two, a few trails and not much else. The water was perfectly clear and very cold. 
The depth was about 40 feet along the dock and in a flat calm one could see the bottom. 
(Evident was the broken cockery thrown through portholes by the messmen.) We spent 1-2 
hours at this port. 
 
Locking through the Sault Ste. Marie locks was interesting. There was always a continuous 
stream of freighters, mostly ore boats, locking through these locks, which handled more tons of 
shipping than the combined totals of the Panama and the Red Sea locks. 
 
The stop at Mackinac Island was about ten hours, a full afternoon and evening. No autos were 
allowed, the only access was by ship, so it was relatively slow and quiet. The little port was 
dominated by the Grand Hotel located on an eminence above the dock area. It was a very large 
white structure and really was somewhat grand. A trip could be made around the island, horse 
and buggy or by bicycle. The former was nice especially with the right company. The crew 
generally played a ball game in the late afternoon. 
 
The operator of a small gift shop located on the dock was also the owner and radio operator of 
the marine radio station, Telefson by name, Telly for short. I always worked him while 
approaching to give our ETA, then he would hurry down to the gift shop to sell post cards. 
About four or five years later I was to meet him in the Naval Air Station Patuxent where he was 
a Lt. Senior Grade and in charge of the station communications. I was astounded! I was there as 
a civilian RCA engineer running flight tests with automatic electronic bomb release equipment. 
That Telly with his cursory knowledge of radio operation and circuits could be put in charge of 
communications of a Naval Air Station was certainly a shock to me. (The Navy would not even 
take me in for any rank or position!) 
 
The three or four stops in Canada were scenic but not much else (at least to me at that age). 
The circuit of the Great Lakes was much different than the trips to South America. On the lakes 
it was rare to be out of sight of land, and much of the voyage was spent in rivers and channels 
with land visible on both sides. In most of the rivers and in all the channels and when near a 
port, regulations required the speed to be reduced both for safety reasons and to avoid waves 
and wash from the ship damaging the shore lines. Thus, a fair portion of any trip was at less 
than top speed. As a result of this, all lake ship engines were steam reciprocating type as 
contrasted to oceangoing ships which spend more than 90% of their voyages at full or cruising 
speed. Oceangoers essentially always were equipped with steam turbines. These operate most 
efficiently at the full rated speed and very inefficiently at low speeds. 
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The steam turbines are relatively small and, generally, the gear box which reduces the high 
turbine speed down to a low speed suitable for propellors may be as large or larger than the 
turbine itself. On the other hand, a reciprocating engine is a large and imposing piece of 
machinery with some of the same aspects and sounds of a steam railroad locomotive. Looking 
ahead, the engine of the Seeandbee was awesome. It was a triple expansion steam system with 
three drive cylinders which became sequentially larger in diameter and stroke as the steam 
exhausts from the higher pressure was used in succession at lower pressure. 
 
In addition to our radio watch and communication duties, we radio operators put out the ship’s 
newspaper. As I recall, this was almost a daily event. It was reproduced on a  mimeograph 
machine (ink) and somewhat messy. One portion of the paper was boilerplate (always the same 
for that particular day). This part gave brief descriptions of the ports of call that day, the ship 
activities and times, times of arrival, etc. which could be nonchangeable week to week. Another 
part listed ship’s officers etc. The changing parts were two in number: news from the outside 
world and ship news. The former was made up of radio press which we copied over the air, 
aided by newspapers when available. The latter was mostly personal tidbits, scandal, innuendo, 
and gossip about passengers, mostly. This was made up of hand-ins from other passengers, the 
cruise director, and other crew members. The idea was to include as many names as possible to 
make it interesting (and sell the paper, 10 cents per copy). One copy each week contained the 
passenger list for that week. 
 
We turned out the paper in the radio room itself, generally during the late night hours so it 
would be ready for the morning It was our prerogative to slip in crew references as we chose. 
 
One issue each season listed the entire crew as a sort of a memento of the summer. In this we 
went full blast on crew-related innuendos and such. Good clean fun! 
 

END OF VOLUME 4 
 
 


