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Ahoy history buffs!

City's role in century-old shore
leave focus of new Tacoma

Historical Society exhibit

Article and Photos by Todd Matthews, Edi-
tor

Of the 200-plus photographs and artifacts that
comprise "Shore Leave -- Above the Tall Ships," a
collection currently on display at the Tacoma His-
torical Society's downtown exhibit center, one pho-
tograph definitively captures the marvel and pride
associated with maritime activities during the ear-
ly Twentieth Century.

It's an iconic scene -- a fuzzy, black-and-white
snapshot of Americana: a parade of sailors march-
ing in perfect rows along a downtown street; thou-
sands of parade watchers cover every available
space of sidewalk; and a banner stretching across
the width of the street welcomes the seagoing visi-
tors.

But this isn't any downtown street. It's Tacoma's
Pacific Avenue 100 years ago.

"In my whole lifetime, I'm 52, I've never seen
this many people in downtown Tacoma," says Ta-

coma native and former City Councilmember Tom
Stenger, whose collection of Tacoma memorabilia
over the past 36 years makes up much of the ex-
hibit. "We had the biggest parade."

Indeed, between the early-1900s and the late-
1940s, downtown Tacoma was a hub for visiting
sailors -- both military personnel and employees
handling cargo for Northern Pacific. For many de-
cades, the city's economy centered on these men,
and that meant brothels, bars, and live entertain-
ment.

"People are dimly aware of [Tacoma's shore leave
history]," says Tacoma Historical Society President
Jim Hoard. "You have to be fairly ancient like me to
remember when downtown actually was lively, as
these pictures reveal. During World War II, there
were a lot of sailors around, and soldiers, too. That
tended to disappear by the late-1940s."

The exhibit, which is on display through Jan. 17,
is organized in three themes. "We tried to look at
some of the things you had to do, like visit the doc-
tor and the dentist," explains Stenger. "Then there
are some of the things you wanted to do, like enter-
tainment. And then there's the cheap stuff -- maxi-
mize your ability to see the town without spending
a lot of money."

Although the exhibit is largely a showcase of
Stenger's collection -- including early souvenirs
collected by Stenger's great-grandmother and sold
to sailors in town; many paintings of Mount Rain-
ier, including one by Stenger's great-great uncle, a
Swedish journalist and painter named Fritz Colling;
and enlarged postcards that depict downtown Taco-
ma between the 1920s and 1940s -- it also includes

A collection of medical instruments that
belonged to a doctor who tended to visiting
sailors is part of the society's exhibit "Shore
Leave -- Above the Tall Ships."

"We want to encourage private collectors to
not just leave their stuff at home but display
them at our society," says Tacoma Historical

Society member Tom Stenger, whose collection
of maritime memorabilia comprises a new
exhibit at the society's downtown exhibit cen-
ter. "There are great public collections. But
our philosophy here is that we want private
collectors to show their stuff so people can see
their exhibits."

some items from other society members. Director
Mary Bowlby loaned a collection of medical instru-
ments that a late doctor and ancestor kept in his
black bag as he tended to sailors. Treasurer Marie
Hayden offered the Navy uniform of her brother-in-
law, Bob Hayden.

The exhibit also has a special section for one of
the most significant maritime events in local his-
tory: the Great White Fleet's visit to Tacoma in
1908. Photos show the fleet in Puget Sound and
Commencement Bay, and the celebration that fol-
lowed its arrival.

Even some of the seemingly incidental items -
- menus and place mats of popular diners; theater
programs -- give visitors a feel for what Tacoma
was like for visiting sailors.

The Tacoma Historical Society's exhibit center
is located at 747 Broadway. It is open 12 p.m. to 5
p-m. Wednesday through Saturday. Donations are
accepted as admission. For more information, visit
tacomahistory.org

The Index recently met Stenger for a tour of the
exhibit.

TACOMA DAILY INDEX: One major feature
of the exhibit is the Great White Fleet visiting
Tacoma in 1908. Why is CONTINUED

. . o
that significant? ON PAGE 2
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CONTINUED
FROM PAGE 1 TOM STENGER: Presi-

dent Theodore Roosevelt,

INDEX: Do you have a sense of how much
downtown's economy relied on sailors?

have a special cut rate meal to show their support.
Tacoma just loved the Navy here. I think moreso
because Fort Lewis is so many miles away. I think it

after he succeeded as President, pre-
viously he had been the assistant sec-
retary of the Navy. He had a big inter-
est in the Navy. He built up the Navy.
This was the same period of time that
the United Kingdom built the Dread-
nought, and they started a battleship
war with the Germans over who would
have the bigger battleships. So we
got involved in that. What Theodore
Roosevelt always said was speak softly
and carry a big stick. So he thought he
would build up the Atlantic fleet and
send it around the world. This was a
way of showing American strength
around the world. Most of these people
had never seen American warships be-
fore. They went down the eastern coast
of Latin America and up the Western
coast of Latin America. They went to
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was much more of a consciousness of the
Navy and the need for the Navy that peo-
ple in Tacoma necessarily feel about Fort
Lewis right now. It was a real intensity. It
was something everyone agreed on.

\l/ \

INDEX: How long did sailors stay
in Tacoma?

STENGER: It sometimes depended on
the efficiency of the shipping line. If you
immediately had another cargo to load
or unloading something and then had to
go to another port, you were in and out
in less than a week. But depending on
how much business there was, it might

-, be slow.

INDEX: When did shore leave ac-
tivity die off?

San Francisco, and then they came to
Tacoma. We went crazy.

INDEX: Did Tacoma offer something unique
or different than other port cities? Was there
competition between cities for sailors and
their business?

STENGER: The competition was more between
the shipping firms. Sailors didn't have a choice what
port they went to. The shipping firms would compete
back and forth. It depended upon if you were in the
shipping business and your main contact was the
Northern Pacific or the Great Northern. If you had
joint rates or did business with the Great Northern,
you were in Seattle. If you were doing business with
the Northern Pacific and had joint rates, you would
end up here in Tacoma. Northern Pacific had a big
share of the wheat business and logging business.
Whereas Great Northern had much more of the im-
ports.

A place mat from a Tacoma diner popular
among sailors is part of the Tacoma Histori-
cal Society's current exhibit.

STENGER: I think it was significant. The down-
town economy was largely based on the interests
of single men. With the logging business, it was
seasonal work. Mills were seasonal because log-
ging was seasonal. So you had all these guys who
weren't working during the winter, and every town
wants those guys to hole up in their town so they
would be paying rent, paying board, buying food. So
different towns competed. The competition was to
be an open town -- to allow anything goes for mens'
entertainment. People who were the closed town
forces that didn't want anything goes were often ac-
cused of being anti-business. Tacoma was definitely
an open town. We did things like dance halls would
have special rates for sailors. The restaurants would

STENGER: It never really came back after
World War II. What happened was you had the Mis-
souri up there in Bremerton. So if you wanted to
go see the ships, you would go up to the Bremer-
ton Naval yard and see the ships. We never got the
investment [like Everett] to have a pier and stuff
up there. That was a big project of Henry Jackson.
Also, with the development of the Port of Tacoma,
the docks got further away from downtown. So you
had those taverns like Barnacle Bills or whatever
out in the port district that I think catered more
toward the men that worked out there, and then
led to the Tacoma Seamens Mission out there at
the port. There wasn't so much people coming down
here to downtown Tacoma. And then in 1952 we
changed the form of government. We shut down the
whorehouses, the town cleaned up, there was not
as much interest. If you wanted to do that sort of
thing, you had to go to Aberdeen.



