Excerpt From A.M. Sullivan’s memoirs

                          Transcription by Bill McGlynn, Edited by Mike Tuohy

Chapter C


Late in the autumn of 1917, I was an advertising solicitor for the Roseville Citizen, a Newark neighborhood newspaper.  I wrote some news items and was a movie-reviewer at the local theater, but I was much too candid for survival in the assignment as an arbiter of taste in Hollywood's celluloid ventures.


Having a lot of time at my disposal, I took a bus ride to Port Newark Terminal where at the Newark Bay Shipyard was in the turmoil of construction.  The place was rife with war excitement and the skulduggery that invited thousands of opportunist out of uniform to profit by it.[image: image1.png]
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True, there were thousands of others, engineers, draughtsmen, skilled craftsmen, clerks, supervisors endeavoring to serve their country, but 
the situation was chaotic.  A military guard stood at the gates.  Nearby was the barracks for several companies of undisciplined soldiers, many of them rejects for overseas service.  The shipyard maintained a separate police and fire department, manned to a large extent by Newark and Jersey veterans, experienced men with a sense of order in the midst of chaos.  I was in the center of a milling crowd at employment gates when a hand pulled me out of line.


"You, I mean you.  Want a Job?  Right now?"


The employment supervisors were not exactly the suave type of recruitment officer who calls at the college looking for straight A students.  Most of them burly fellows in the late thirties, with a smattering of Italian, Polish, Hungarian, and a bit vague about the ethics of raiding other war industries for skilled labor, especially riveting gangs, carpenters, electricians, and machinists.  Within ten minutes I had signed a payroll sheet, and was stationed at a check out aisle where men were punching their time cards for the night shift.


The winter of 1917-18 was a traitor to the Allied cause.  Steam shovels were tearing up frozen earth for the pile-driving teams.  The pounding of 90 foot trees into the muck of Newark Bay continued night and day amid blizzards and near zero temperatures.  Newark Bay froze over for the first time in decades, and men walked across its surface to Bayonne.  The waste of material was scandalous and the abuse of manpower was infinitely worse.  Patroons of the work gangs arranged to have men hired and fired by the hundreds, and profited by every moment on and off the payroll.  Shipyard management was aware of the abuse but was helpless to prevent it under the pressures of the Shipping Board to "build a bridge of ships" across the Atlantic.
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Railroad classification yards were clogged with shipments of lumber and steel, petty bribery was rampant, as twenty dollar bills were used as means to pry loose a flat car of I beams for keels, or assembled fuel tanks.  Government inspectors crawled over each other with conflicting assignments, orders, and responsibilities.  But the twenty-eight ship ways were built, and the first fabricated steel ship was launched early in the summer of 1918.  These ships of 5,500 dead weight tons were partly assembled by bridge builders in shops at Buffalo, Wheeling, Johnson City, Pittsburgh, and Birmingham.   They were then shipped to Newark Bay for the joining of sections.  The shipyard at Hog Island was a similar venture near Philadelphia, but the ships were somewhat larger in tonnage.


Many of the officers and managers of the companies that fabricated the vessels never saw a launching.  When the S. S. Agawam was sent down the ways at Newark Bay before the eyes of Washington dignitaries, John P. Nicholas, a corporate executive gasped as the bow pushed deep into the 

recently dredged bay channel.


With no trust in the law of displacement, he cried, "Gawd, she's sinking."  There was a long pause as the hull slipped to her full-length into the water, and slowly balanced her steel torso.  Then he roared, "No, by gawd, Bev, the damn thing floats."  Nicholas slapped his associate Beverly L. Worden on the back,  still puzzled by Archimedes' bath-tub discovery.
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It was at that first landing I made my first press interview.  My subject was Charles Schwab, head of Bethlehem Steel.  My job as a time clerk had lasted less than a week.  During the long lulls between shifts the time clerks had little to do, and I spent my time writing short stories, light verse, or Sunday feature fillers.  One evening I aimed a letter at the Vice-President of the Company, and suggested a "house-organ", an employee publication which would be tuned to corporate policy, and to the patriotic ideal of building ships to "win the war".  The German submarines were playing havoc with shipping and the Kaiser was building undersea craft based on the Holland patents.  It was a curious anomaly.  Newark Bay Shipyard was operated by the Submarine Boat Corporation, a company founded by John P. Holland, an Irish school teacher who became the designer of the first practical submersible, and was building submarines for the U. S. Navy at Groton, Connecticut.  Holland came from Paterson, New Jersey and much of his work testing of his experimental "subs" took place in the Passaic River.


On the first of December, my suggestion to management was accepted.  I was told to edit and publish a house organ with a weekly schedule, and was transferred to the administrative payroll.  On January 1, 1918, the first of 10,000 copies of a nameless plant paper was distributed.  The number expanded until it reached a peak of 20,000 in the autumn of the year just prior to the signing of the Armistice.  After a six weeks contest for a $100 prize, the weekly  was given the subtle name of "Speed-Up".  From that time on, I acquired the duties of a public relations manager although the title never existed in fact or in compensation. When I asked Schwab for a statement on the launching of the fabricated steel boat, he surmised my amateur standing, and asked, "Young man, what do you think I should say on this momentous occasion?"


And being a novice I told him at some length.  He nodded with each suggestion, and said at length, "Why don't you go back to the typewriter and write that, -- just like you said it."
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While Schwab was having lunch with the dignitaries from Washington, which included Admiral Bowles, Chairman Edwin T. Hurley of the shipping board, and some British visitors, I pounded the typewriter, and brought the steel man a more or less facsimile version of the earlier chat.  Schwab read it, and re-read it, took out a pencil and scribbled, "Okay, Charlie."  I wasn't so fortunate with some of the other visitors who were captured by the "pros" from the New York and Newark papers.  But I had a feature and a scoop for "Speed-Up."


I had another news encounter with the Bethlehem steel-maker a few months later when he and Thomas Edison were testing an Edison idea for the protection of the cargo ships against any visible torpedo fired from a German submarine.  Our company supplied a cargo ship from the fitting-out basin, ballasted with 800 tons of anchor chain, and sent the ship to sea.  The trip  had the duel purpose of a shake-down cruise for a new cargo boat, and provided the means by which the inventor from neighboring West Orange could test the diversionary value of his idea.


When we got a few miles beyond Sandy Hook and out of the busy lane of the steam ships plying the coast under the eye of the navy and coast guard, the signal was given from the bridge for "full speed ahead."  When the ship with fresh red paint under the Plimsoll line high out of the water attained its maximum speed of 11 1/2 knots, a projectile flew into the sea from the starboard and blossomed into a huge parachute which caught in the wind and sunk slowly into ripples.  The purpose of the sea anchor, as it was termed, was to pull the ship's bow at a rapid right angle turn, thus avoiding the enemy torpedo.  Unfortunately, the vessel in light draught, yawed, rose and listed to a dangerous cant, losing some headway but not much change in direction.  The signal was given to reduce speed.
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Schwab moved over toward Edison who cupped a deaf ear. "What do you think, Tom?"  shouted Schwab. "No damn good, Charlie." That was the end of the experiment.  I had taken pictures of the two during the trial-trip but lost the negatives on my return through carelessness or thievery.


The concept of cargo ship assembly from widely scattered steel mills was demonstrated as rational and economical despite the dire prophecies of the traditional shipbuilder who worked from his templates in a shop adjoining the shipways.  But the Newark Bay boats were too small and too slow for post-war service to Europe, although many were used in Trans-Atlantic competition and Middle East trade.  A fleet of Newark Bay boats hauled grain to the Bolsheviks in the early twenties when blight and famine hit southern Russia.


I made a few coastal trips as combination publicity man and super-cargo, promoting freight haulage from Atlantic Coast and Gulf ports especially Pensacola, Houston and Galveston.  Once I tried my hand at the wheel under the guidance of a young Philipino helmsman, but when the Captain saw the serpentine wake at the stern, and calculated the waste of the fuel.  I was quickly relieved of duty on the bridge.  American shipping in the post-war period had a brief flare of encouragement, but the pay-scale and living standards provided for the Yankee seamen was too large a burden for the American Flag operators, and the American flag faded again from the Seven seas, dying in the luxury of the LaFollette Act.


During the industrial recovery after the brief recession in 1921, America turned her back on the international scene, and gave her attention to internal expansion which began with the Model-T and Henry Ford's Five dollar a day minimum.  Yet there was a strenuous effort to maintain merchant marine support through ship subsidy, and the improvement of port facilities.  My job gradually shifted from editing to public relations, especially in the joint efforts of the Submarine Boat Corporation and the City of Newark to win congressional support for the deepening of the ship channel to Port Newark.  We also labored for a rate differential for Newark with its direct rail to ship loading facilities.  The New York rail tariffs absorbed the lighterage charges for the transfer of cargo from railroad to Manhattan docks.  Port Newark's request for a rate benefit as a natural inducement to shippers was constantly denied.


During this period I wrote business reports and articles, many of them ghosted for public officials.  One I recall with some embarrassment.  I was asked to prepare an article for the signature of Thomas L. Raymond, then Mayor of Newark, a man with considerable skill as a writer and a former judge with a broad range of cultural interests.  The article under his name began "Deep water may make a harbor but it takes commerce to make a port.  That line was the subject of editorials in several newspapers.  It was Port Newark's virtue that it tapped all the rail trunk lines entering the Port of New York area, excepting the New York Central R. R.   Weeks later at a press conference, Mayor Raymond heard my name mentioned.  Evidently, the committee in charge didn't bother to get his okay on the text.  I feared a reproach as he was well qualified to write his own speeches and articles.


"So, here's the young fellow who's putting words in my mouth."


He smiled, and while I don't believe he relished having a ghost, he offered a generous nod of approval.


The dredging of the ship channel to 30 feet exposed huge chunks of red clay which were piled on the meadow surface.  The top silt pumped easily and filtered flat over the brackish meadows, an area notorious for breeding the vicious New Jersey mosquito.  The heavy clay was cut with deep and sharp nosed scoops,  and much of it was piled within easy access to the flat cars in the classification yards.  The assistant personnel director at the was Mercer Beasley who bore the name of a celebrated New Jersey Jurist.  Mercer had many talents including a sense of humor and a perceptive imagination.  He was a regular contributor to "Speed-Up", writing as Phil. O. Pepp in the "Dere Mabel" style of an illiterate shipworker addressing himself to fictional friends and relatives in Ilion, New York.  His gossip was so intimate, factual, and disturbing at times that the "Speed-Up" office was threatened with a pail of red lead, hot rivets and brass knuckles.  His anonymity was far more irritating to the ship builders than his personal observation of the daily trivia of the shipways and fitting-out basin.  There was much more approval than protests of his tantalizing letters.


But Mercer's most effective contribution wasn't in writing.  He examined the heap of wet clay, and asked the management if he could have it.  The General Manager of the shipyard squinted, and asked, "What for?"


"For a tennis court."


What the big Irishman John Scollan thought of the idea was not recorded but might have been printable with minor deletions.  He sneered a bit and considered how the fist that held a riveting gun or jack-hammer would consider the California grip of a tennis racket.  But Mercer had his way, borrowing a donkey engine, flat-cars, power shovels and steam-rollers, all standard plant equipment.  He acquired a half-acre of space behind the Administration Building, and within a month the clay courts were in use, although most of the players were white-collar employees of the engineering and clerical staff.  To the jeering boys in the red-lead jeans, it was "a ping-pong game for sissies".  A tournament was organized and, sad to relate, Mercer Measley (who went on to become the celebrated coach of the Davis Cup teams with many victories to his credit at Wimbledon and Forest Hills) was the second man eliminated.  I was the first.


The winter of 1917-18 was a combination of snowstorms, sustained low temperatures, shortages of skilled labor, and management confusion.  But the thread of order gradually found its way through the tangle of bewildered people with its overlapping authority, and the unmeshed gears of a hastily assembled war machine.  Hundreds of men hired as laborers, identified only by numbers of celluloid buttons, wandered over the 160 acres looking for a boss.  Some, knowing they had punched the timeclock, were quite willing to sleep at the company's expense and found convenient nooks in lumber piles for a few hours rest.  A dynamic construction foreman with a thick Corkonian accent discovered a pair of shoes sticking out of a space under the 2' by 6" planking.  He put a chalk mark on the shoes of the unknown sleeper as I watched him.


"Sleep on, me spalpeen, you've got a jab as long as you're aslope, but when you wake up, you're fired."


One of my duties as editor of the employees’ magazine was to assist the Safety Engineer, Hugh Byrnes, a man who took his responsibility with serious mien of a parish priest.  He ran weekly columns in "Speed-Up" on the necessity for wearing goggles as the sparks and chips flew on the riveting guns, power hammers and carborundum wheels.  I was often his fellow conspirator with my camera, photographing the violators of the safety rules.  The pictures were shown to the culprits, many of which were resentful of the sneak attack.  We never used any identifiable pictures in the "Speed-Up" but my Graflex was the object of sullen glances when I passed a welder or riveter with his glasses on his brow.


The company maintained its own hospital with a resident doctor and a nursing staff around the clock.  Minor accidents from burns, steel splinters, falls were frequent and scarcely a month went by without a fatality.


A lifetime friendship began during a tragic accident late one evening as I was pasting up the weekly issue for the printer.  Andrew Douglas MacCorkindale, a veteran mariner of wind and steam was in charge of a deck-plate assembly when a carelessly hooked plate slipped from a crane and fell, severing a man in half.  MacCorkindale, witnessing the accident to one of his men, came running into my office in a state of shock.  He was a tall, raw-boned Scot, with a Celtic gift of eloquence, his long arms often waving like wings of eagle as he spoke.  But now he stared with the awesome pause of horror in his eyes.  The company ambulance came clanging down the runway.  "It was murther, murther, nothing less."  The tears came scalding down his cheeks.
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I knew Mac in later years as an inspector for Lloyd's of London, and a radio personality, telling sea yarns as Cameron King, whose sand-papered baritone voice and Scots burr intrigued millions of listeners.  During the International Cup races of 1937 he shifted from a technical expert on sea craftsmanship to a radio announcer who needed no script for his hours of yachting comment.  He served as emergency substitute for Graham McNamee who fell ill with mal-de-mere during the first race.  The Scots resources in literature were wide and his memory of the Scots and Irish poetry and folklore prodigious. (NOTE)
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Hugh Byrne, the Safety Engineer had a stalwart aide in Mac who taught security measures to his men with a gravel voice and a rough hand.  The tossing of red-hot rivets became an art for the lads at the heating forge, and their skill with the under-hand whip and the high arc was occasionally varied by the illegal overhand whip which sent the fiery rivet through the air like a bullet and tested the catching skill of the bucker-up at the other end of the job.  One day I saw this horse play end up in tragedy as the rivet deflected from the metal cone and fell to a lower deck on the back of a painter's neck.  The man screamed in agony as the rivet burned into his spinal cord.  He was dead before help could reach him.  MacCorkindale, Byrnes, and myself made a team 

of lecturers on the subject of industrial hazards, but carelessness was always a step or two ahead of us.

Sometimes there was malice aforethought.  The inspectors of the efficiency department were frequent victims of falling tools, pails of red lead, and hot rivets.  One afternoon, Henry R. Sutphen, Vice-President of the Company came into my office stuttering in fright and anger.  He was holding his panama hat with a jagged hole in the brim in one hand, and a sharp edge in the other.  I finally pieced his story together.


He was inspecting the tank-tops prior to the installation of the engine, when the drift-pin fell from top deck, pierced his hat, and careened from a badly bruised shoulder blade.  An inch or two closer, and the one-pound projectile would have punctured his skull.  Sutphen, whose Elco Works was across the bay at Bayonne, made a notable reputation during World War I with his sub-chasing fleet, fast-moving mosquito boats which worried the German submersibles prowling along the continental shelves of America and Europe.
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Paul Robeson, recent Rutgers four letter athlete, and honor graduate worked on the shipways for several months.  He was yet to make his name as Emperor Jones of Eugene O'Neil's masterpiece, or as the dramatic baritone of Othello.  I had seen him at Rutgers as a star athlete and tractable student, and recall an incident when he withdrew from the football team when there was an indication of a racial objection by a southern college.  I was a guest at Rutgers by grace of my uncle, Hugh Bradley, who was a baseball umpire, a job which included some gratis tickets for the football season and occasionally a scuffed baseball.  Years later, I saw Robeson at the funeral mass for Dudley Digges, the Irish character actor, after a lapse of forty years in which fame had soured to blame as he shifted his political allegiance from the symbol of Abe Lincoln to that of Karl Marx.  He was one of our most gifted men, - physically, mentally, and esthetically.  It is impossible to know where to place the blame, on the frustration of the circumstance or the resentment of the individual.
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Another man I encountered on the shipways was a White Russian, a commander of a destroyer, prisoner of his crew as he headed into a Baltic haven when Kerensky's hapless revolt against the Romanoff became the tool of Lenin.  The Russian told me he had no word of the fate of his family, nor the girl to whom he was affianced.  A few weeks later the same Russian, waving his paint-smeared cap, and exposing a hairless skull, reported that he met his fiancee walking down Broadway in the Times Square district.  How she made her escape was his secret at the time, and with his discovery as a naval officer, he moved on to higher responsibilities.
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Ed Reulbach, a star World Series pitcher for Frank Chance of the champion Chicago Cubs of 1906, '07, and '08 was assistant employment manager during 1917, '18, and '19.  He was long past his prime as a pitcher but agreed to play first base for the Port Newark team against other shipyard and industrial plant teams.  The manager of the Morse Drydock Team of Brooklyn protested against Reulbach as a ringer, but withdrew his complaint when he learned that the Cub veteran would play first base.  Much to our chagrin, the great pitcher did as many big league pitchers do at bat.  He struck out four times.


I watched 149 ships launched at Newark Bay, photographing many of the events, and rode off the ways on the 150th, the last of the original war contract.  The circulation of "Speed-Up" reached over 22,000 copies weekly at its 1920 peak, and dwindled gradually thereafter.  It became a monthly in 1923, and was diverted to sale promotional purpose toward the end.  The cancellation of the shipbuilding contract by the government left 20 ships on the ways in various degrees of completion.  The Submarine Boat Corporation purchased these ships as distress merchandise with an eye toward entering the South American trade.  With their inventory bargain, the company began to strip its work-force to a skeleton operation, introducing (sp?) bidding that had no inducement when the management had been favored with cost plus contracts.


Bridge-builders using the boy's tinker toy assembly method of ship construction had completed successfully against the custom-made shipbuilding traditions of Portsmouth, N. H., Norfolk, Va., or the Brooklyn Navy Yard(. )But shipbuilders in the highly complex market of freight handling, customs regulations, foreign port restrictions, customs barriers and language difficulties, was a field in which the novice was severely handicapped.  The first ship to sail from Port Newark under the banner of the Transmarine Lines was the Italia with cargo for Havana and a series of stops at South America ports.


The ship was jinxed from the start with inept stowing of cargo.  Leaving Port Newark Terminal she promptly ran aground on a mud flat in Newark Bay, necessitating the temporary removal of a large part of her cargo to barges.  When the tugs pulled the Italia from the suction grip of the bay silt, much of the cargo was replaced on the deck, and the ship went to sea with a severe list.  Arriving at Havana, steel beams were transferred to a barge for delivery, as there was no wharf available for shipside transfer.  During the night, harbor pirates slipped the hawser from its chocks and made off with the barge.  Whether the barge and its I-beams were ever recovered I never heard.


When the hard-vessel was unloading its consumer goods at a South American port, the alert dock crews observed that many of the crates consisted of light wood without the reinforcing security of steel straps.  The slings laden with the flimsy packages were permitted to hit the wharf with a resounding smack that split the seams of the boxes and various items popped out to the delight of the stevedores, - rubber boots, shoes, clothing, utensils, canned goods, - all shipments beyond hope of salvage.  It was a costly lesson for the company and I presume the insurance company.


Transmarine Lines was an operating subsidiary of the Submarine Boat Corporation and not destined for a long or profitable existence.  Yet it was the pioneer shipping line out of Port Newark.  It converted a noxious mud flat into a busy port of entry into a busy port of entry rounding the Kill von Kull into Newark Bay with facilities over the Manhattan Island's wharves administrating superior natural traffic of thousands of ships.  It was while promoting the rail-ship advantages of Port Newark that I had my first experience with aerial photography.  The fitting-out basin at Port Newark was crowded with new ships, and the management wanted a comprehensive photograph.  We tried pictures from the top of the gantry cranes and while we got some fascinating and bizarre compositions of mast, bridge decks, loading booms, and funnels, the individual identity of the vessels was lost in the maze of cables and braces.  
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It was 1920, and there were several War World I flyers around, a few of them were getting some good pictures with Graflex cameras.  I told my story to a news photographer by the name of Wagner who located a Canadian veteran by the name of Renault.  The Canadian owned an Oux Jenny, a two-seater bi-plane which gave a good account of itself in the early years of flying.  He agreed to take a picture of the fitting-out basin for $50.00.  The bargain was kept and at the agreed hour the plane circled overhead with Wagner leaning overside with his Graflex as the plane banked to give an angled shooting perspective.
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After two or three passes over the docks it was apparent that Renault and his plane were in trouble.  There was no airport at Newark then, in fact no landing space anywhere nearby except the marshes.  I was frightened, regretted the assignment, but reckoned without the ingenuity of Renault.  Below him were several narrow semi-hipped warehouses, some 1000feet in length, thin roofs slightly slanted in the rear, and steep and short in the front. The plane was rolled back to Renault maximum take-off space.  Without a word about his precarious situation, he spun the prop, climbed back in the plane, and took off without straining a beam in the warehouse roof.   The papers at the time celebrated his feat as the first roof landing and take-off of record, which may or may not be true.  Whatever happened to this intrepid barnstormer of the air, I don't know, but his nonchalance under the circumstances was typical of many adventures of the pre-Lindberg era of flight.



Port Newark docks - circa 1920.





Thomas Edison, Charles Schwab & his niece


at launch of S.S. Agawam, May 30, 1918.





Off Santa Rosa Sound, Pensacola, Fla. in 1923.


L-R: Henry Sutphen, A.M. Sullivan, Mr. Greene(?),


Dutch Miller & unk. mgr. of local steamship company.








 Aerial view of Port Newark, NJ circa 1920 taken from Oux Jenny piloted by Mr. Renault.
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A.M. Sullivan’s Graflex camera. He used this camera to take several of the photographs included here, including that of Thomas Edison & Charles Schwab. He used this camera from 1915 through the mid-1970s, when finding film for it became prohibitively difficult.
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