
The SS Eastland and the Shipwreck that
Shook America
On July 24, 1915, the SS Eastland, a passenger ship moored in the
Chicago River, capsized just minutes after departing the dock. The disaster
resulted in the deaths of over 800 people, making it one of the deadliest
maritime disasters in American history. The sinking of the Eastland sent
shockwaves across the nation and raised questions about safety
regulations and the responsibilities of ship operators.

Background

The SS Eastland was a wooden-hulled passenger steamer built in 1903.
The ship was approximately 250 feet long and had a capacity of about
2,500 passengers. The Eastland was operated by the Western Transit
Company and was primarily used for excursion trips and picnics around the
Great Lakes.
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The Disaster

On the morning of July 24, 1915, the Eastland was scheduled to take a
group of employees from the Western Electric Company on a company
picnic. Over 2,500 people boarded the ship, many of whom were women
and children. As the ship began to depart the dock, it suddenly listed to one
side and capsized. The passengers were thrown into the water, and many
were trapped inside the ship's hull.

Rescue Efforts

Rescue efforts were quickly launched, but they were hampered by the
chaos and the large number of victims. Boats from nearby ships and from
the Chicago Fire Department rushed to the scene, but many of the
passengers were already dead or dying. The bodies of the victims were
recovered from the river and taken to temporary morgues. The search for
survivors continued for days, but only a few people were rescued alive.

Investigation and Aftermath

An investigation into the sinking of the Eastland was immediately launched.
The investigation found that the ship was overloaded and that its stability
had been compromised by design flaws. The ship's captain, Harry
Pedersen, was found to have been negligent in his duties, and he was
charged with manslaughter. Pedersen was convicted and sentenced to one
year in prison.

The sinking of the Eastland led to a number of changes in maritime safety
regulations. New laws were passed to require ships to be inspected more
regularly and to ensure that they were stable. The disaster also led to the



creation of the United States Coast Guard, which was tasked with enforcing
maritime safety regulations.

Legacy

The sinking of the SS Eastland remains one of the deadliest maritime
disasters in American history. The disaster raised important questions
about safety regulations and the responsibilities of ship operators. The
changes that were made in the wake of the disaster have helped to prevent
similar tragedies from occurring. The Eastland disaster is a reminder of the
importance of maritime safety and the need for constant vigilance.

The SS Eastland disaster was a tragic event that claimed the lives of over
800 people. The disaster led to a number of changes in maritime safety
regulations and the creation of the United States Coast Guard. The
Eastland disaster is a reminder of the importance of maritime safety and
the need for constant vigilance.

Additional Resources

The Eastland Disaster: A National Historic Landmark

The Eastland Disaster: 100th anniversary

SS Eastland capsizes in Chicago River
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