
ACTIVITY: Sea disaster 
CASE: GSAF 1928.11.12 
DATE: November 12, 1928 
LOCATION: The incident took place in the 
Atlantic Ocean 200 miles from Hampton Roads, 
Virginia, USA. 
 
NAME: Earle DeVore 
DESCRIPTION: He was the second place 
finisher of the 1927 Indianapolis 500. A 
passenger on the Vestris, DeVore was traveling 
to series of races in Argentina, with his wife, 
Ann, his $10,000.00 race car, and his dog, 
Speedway Lady.  
 
BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: New Moon, November 12, 1928 
ENVIRONMENT: Lamport & Holts’ 10,660-ton 
SS Vestris became known world-wide in 1928, 
when in November of that year she ran into a 
severe storm on  a passage to New York. Listing 
heavily due to shifted cargo and coal bunkers, it 
would seem from reports that water entered 
through a poorly sealed coal port, which 
eventually resulted in her total loss. At 14h00 hrs 
she fell on her side and sank. Of the 325 
passengers and crew on board, 112 perished, 
including her Master, Captain William Carey. 
With the close proximity of New York, the 
disaster was heavily reported in the Press and 
resulted in a national outcry. 
 

The disaster benefited future seamen and 
passengers as it influenced life preserver 
development. The Vestris disaster led to the 
convening of an International Convention for 
Safety of Life at Sea in London the following 
year.  Rescuers who responded to the Vestris 
sinking testified that they found many bodies 
floating face down, even though they were 
wearing cork life vests. As a result, a US 
Navy Captain urged that kapok life jackets be 
required for the merchant marines, because they 
kept an unconscious individual's face and head 
above the water.  
 
NARRATIVE: “Saturday the weather was fine,” 
said Ann DeVore. “Sunday it was rough. There 

First Class lounge of the Vestris 
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Earle DeVore 



was a swaying and listing of the ship. On 
Monday morning my husband examined the 
register in the room and said: ’I  have never been 
on a ship where there has been such a list. It 
looks to me like serious trouble.’ Norman Batten 
came by and said ‘Don’t take time to shave.’ 
 

“We dressed quickly, went on deck. The slope 
was dreadful. The ship was below water on the 
starboard side as far as the upper deck. We had 
to hold onto the railings to prevent ourselves 
from slipping overboard. With difficulty we found 
an officer. He assured us everything was alright. 
By noon everything would be ‘fine and dandy’ 
and we would be under way. The ship’s officers 
went around and explained that everything was 
alright. Then came the order to take to the 
lifeboats. 
“I was in lifeboat #8 with Mr. and Mrs. Batten of 
Los Angeles. Norman is an automobile racer. He 
was going to South America to do some racing. 
This boat had a hole in it and five minutes before 
it was lowered this hole was patched with 
a  piece of tin and some nails. Several of us 
called to the Captain and asked ‘isn’t it 
dangerous to send people out in a  boat of this 
shape?’ and he turned around and walked away 
and said nothing. 
 

“We had nothing else to do but take the boat. We 
got into it. As soon as it got into the water it 
began leaking. We were overcrowded. The boat 
shipped water. She was filling fast by now. Boat 
#1, with four negro seamen in it came by. We 
called to them to give us aid and take some of us 
out so that all might be saved. 
 

“They drew near, and my husband urged me to 
jump. I did so. Then they pulled away from #8.  A 
sea came between us. When I saw #8 again, it 
was capsized and everyone was in the water. I 
begged the men to go back and pick up my 
husband and my friends, but they would not. 
They told me to be quiet and sit down.”  
 

A few seconds later Earl DeVore’s body came to 
the surface; one of his arms had been severed 
by a shark. 
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Paul A. Dana & Clara G. Ball 
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INJURY: Fatal 
 
SPECIES: Not identified.  
 
Mrs. Clara G. Ball, stewardess, and Paul A. Dana, a 
passenger, swam around together, joking to keep awake. 
They were among the last survivors picked up.  As Dana was 
taken out of the water, a body floated by with a huge white 
shark mouthing its foot.  
 
SOURCES: The Havre Daily News Promoter, Tuesday, 
November 20, 1928 
Time Magazine, November 28, 1938, 
http://www.garemaritime.com/features/vestris/index.php 


