
APPRENTICE ALUMNI ASSOCIATION’s First President 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

JOHN BURTON STEEN (Designer, Machinery – 1925) 
 

John Steen served in 1936 and 1937 as the first President of the Apprentice Alumni 
Association. Before recounting his numerous other accomplishments, a review of the 
association’s creation and his contributions to that effort are in order. The very earliest 
beginnings of the organization date back to 1933. For reasons unknown, this initial effort 
to create an association for apprentice alumni was not formalized until April of 1936. 
 
Why the idea did not take hold initially can perhaps be attributed to the Great Depression, 
when NNS employees’ primary concern was simply having or keeping a job. 
Nevertheless, 1933 was also a year in which several accomplishments were made by and 
for apprentices. One of the most 
important of such projects was the 
completion of what was then 
called ‘the new Athletic Building’.  
 
The previous year, the Company 
had contracted for that facility, 
located on Washington Avenue, 
between 36th and 37th Streets. 
After the building’s structure was 
completed, apprentices and their 
instructors completed the interior 
finish work.  
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Obviously proud of such a hands-on accomplishment by students, instructors and other 
alumni who helped on their own time, the following announcement appeared in the last 
issue in 1933 of the Shipyard Bulletin. Ed Robeson was the yard’s personnel 
superintendent to whom the Apprentice School reported, as well as a long-time and 
strong supporter of the Apprentice Program. 
  

 
NOTICE – MEETING FOR GRADUATE APPRENTICES 

 
All Graduate Apprentices are invited to meet at the new Athletic Building on Thursday, 
December 28, at eight o’clock in the evening for the purpose of inspecting the new 
building before the formal ‘open house’ on December 29, and enjoying such 
entertainment as will be provided for the occasion. Mr. Homer L. Ferguson and other 
officials of the Company will be present. It is hoped that all graduate apprentices, from 
the youngest to the oldest, who can possibly do so will be present. 

/s/ E. J. Robeson, Jr. 
 
It certainly seems reasonable to assume that event was either the impetus for starting the 
Apprentice Alumni Association, or was a follow-on activity, supportive of the creation of 
an organization for graduate apprentices. In either case, it is highly probable that John 
Steen, who had completed his time eight and a half years beforehand on June 25, 1925, 
was at least present, if not involved in the event’s planning and execution. 
 
In the spring of 1936, John B. Steen was elected as the first president of the Apprentice 
Alumni Association. Other officers elected at the same time were:   
  

·  William M. Gares, Vice-President (Electrician – 1918) 
·  John J. Carvil, Secretary (Designer, Machinery – 1916) 
·  W. Cowles Hogge, Treasurer (Sheet Metal Worker – 1928) 

 
A small group of graduate apprentices, who constituted the organization’s initial Board of 
Governors, supervised their efforts. Neither the number of members nor the names of this 
group are recorded. However, they did leave behind a constitution and by-laws, along 
with the following written objectives: 

 
“To promote the general and social welfare of its members; to foster  
any and all of the legitimate undertakings of the Apprentice School; 

 to promote or foster any civic, social, charitable or general activity of the  
community when so decided by the Board of Governors of this Association.” 

 
It was not very long before they put these ideals into practice. The September 1937 issue 
of the Shipyard Bulletin reported on a significant first in the history of the Apprentice 
Alumni Association. An abbreviated version of an illustrated and inspiring article entitled 
‘Apprentices Receive Awards’ follows: 
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“On Tuesday evening, August 3, 1937, at the Apprentice Athletic Building, the 
Apprentice Alumni Association held a special meeting for the purpose of honoring 
students who had excelled in both shop and academic work during the past year. 
 
“This was the first occasion of its kind, but the president of the Apprentice Alumni 
Association, J. B. Steen, in his welcoming address stated that it would be an annual 
affair. The Apprentice Band gave a delightful concert before the meeting came to order.   
 
“Company president, Homer L. Ferguson, added much to the occasion by making the 
principal talk. Then, without warning, six apprentices were called before this large group 
of friends, alumni and members of their own student body to receive the awards.  
 
“The most signal honor went to Otho O. Givens for having the highest average for the 
year of any senior in the academic department. To him went the CHARLES F. BAILEY 
AWARD, a medallion bearing an insignia of scholarship. Mr. Bailey presented the award. 
 

 
 

[This vintage photograph shows Mr. Bailey (standing, white suit), Engineering Director 
for years at NNS until he retired in 1934, presenting the medallion to Otho Oscar Givens 
(Designer, Piping – 1939). Directly in front of them, on the first row of folding chairs are, 

left to right: Apprentice School instructor F. R. “Monk” White, shipyard personnel 
superintendent Ed Robeson, Supervisor of Training G. Guy Via and John Steen. Shipyard 

president Homer L. Ferguson (dark suit) is in the second row, behind White, Robeson 
and Via. Members of the Apprentice Band look on, lower right hand side.] 
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“In introducing the donor, G. Guy Via, supervisor of training, referred to Mr. Bailey as 
‘godfather of the Apprentice School’. For having stood highest in shop work in their 
respective divisions during the past year, five students each received a paid-up 
membership in the Alumni Association.”  
 
What John Steen and his associates started is a long-standing tradition that survives and 
thrives each year as every class of apprentices who have completed their time are 
welcomed into the ranks of the alumni. Annually, as a part of the Apprentice School’s 
graduation ceremonies, the shipyard presents the Charles F. Bailey Scholarship Award to 
apprentices who had earned the highest grades during the previous school year. No doubt, 
John Steen and the other founders of the alumni association would be very pleased. 
 
But there’s more to John Steen’s story; lots more, and it involves several shipyards 
besides Newport News Shipbuilding. He was born in Philadelphia on May 30, 1901. 
Steen is a Scandinavian name. John Steen’s ancestors immigrated to America in the late 
17th century from that sea-faring and shipbuilding country.  

 
His father, Thomas Burton Steen, reportedly left the family farm in 
Delaware around 1900, and was employed as a watchman in the 
now-defunct William Cramp and Sons’ Ship and Engine Building 
Company; one of several shipyards that once thrived in the 
Philadelphia area.  
 
As a child, and as a teenager, John 
Steen often visited the family farm 

in Dagsboro, Delaware. In 1916, he was a 15 year-old 
teenager, and several inches taller than his mother. The 
strong resemblance between him and his father became 
even more apparent in later years. 
 
The family apparently moved to the Virginia Peninsula 
during World War I; probably so that Thomas Steen 
could work at the Newport News shipyard. According to 
the 1920 census, Thomas Burton Steen was employed as 
a watchman at the Newport News shipyard. John Steen 
is listed in that census as an NNS apprentice, and his 
younger brother and only sibling, Howard Elwood, only 
15 in 1920, is identified as a pipefitter helper at the yard. 
At that time, the family lived in the Wythe area. 
 
John Steen applied for apprenticeship at the Newport News Shipbuilding and Dry Dock 
Company on December 10, 1918. He was only 17, so he had to have a parent’s 
permission to apply. His employment application, reproduced on the next page, indicates 
that he applied, passed a physical exam, and was employed…all on the same date!    
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Just a few months later, on July 1, 1919, shipyard president Homer L. Ferguson issued 
his now-famous Executive Order No. 24, which authorized classroom instruction for 
apprentices on paid Company time. Apparently, each young man ‘in his time’ was asked 
to commit in writing to a continuation of apprenticeship under the auspices of this order. 
 
Steen family memorabilia includes a faded, barely readable carbon copy of a simple 
declaration that is dated July 5, 1919 and signed by J. B. Steen. In its entirety, it reads as 
follows: “I desire to continue my apprenticeship with the Newport News Shipbuilding 
and Dry Dock Company under the provisions of Executive Order No. 24.” 
 
Not only did John Steen continue his apprenticeship, he excelled in several areas. By 
1923, he had accomplished the following: 
 

·  Moved from his initial Iron Machinists’ apprenticeship to the Toolmakers in 
1921, and then to the Engine Drawing Room, Machinery Division in 1922 

·  His shop record was never lower than 85%, and he had four ratings of 100% 
·  His lowest ranking, scholastically, was 7th. In 1922-1923 he ranked 1st in his class 
·  While still in his time, he often served as a substitute instructor in the school 
·  He was elected Secretary-Treasurer of the Apprentice Athletic Association, 1921-

1922, and President in 1922-1923.  
 
In September 1923, he was nominated for a shipyard scholarship. Back then; such 
scholarships were awarded to two apprentices each year under a cooperative engineering 
program with accredited engineering colleges. Scholarship winners probably alternated 
between college and apprenticeship, on a quarter-by-quarter schedule. That way, they 
could satisfy the Commonwealth of Virginia’s hourly requirements for completion of 
apprenticeship while also earning college credits towards an engineering degree. 
 
On Thursday, September 13, 1923, the yard’s scholarship 
committee met in Mr. Ferguson’s office, and unanimously granted 
John Burton Steen a two-year scholarship at VPI. Matters involving 
Steen’s career at NNS continued to move at a fast pace. The 
following Monday evening, he was on his way to VPI to become 
enrolled and join the cadet corps.  
 
In a letter announcing his selection, G. Guy Via, Supervisor of Apprentices, advised the 
college’s dean that another apprentice would be with Steen. That apprentice, also on 
scholarship, was Nathaniel Joseph Levy (Designer, Piping – 1924). Mr. Via, who was a 
graduate of VPI, noted the following in his correspondence about Steen’s scholarship: “I 
only wish that it carried four years instead of two. Some day it will.” 
 
Of course, that promise did materialize in later years when the two annual scholarships, 
named in honor of Homer L. Ferguson, following his passing in 1953 were increased to 
four years, and numerous other shipyard scholarships were established.   
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While he was attending college, John Steen and Mr. Via engaged in some personal 
correspondence. Steen, whom Mr. Via warmly addressed as “Burt”, periodically reported 
on his progress, along with submitting informal invoices for expenses’ reimbursement. 
He also asked Mr. Via to provide VPI with details of his scholastic and work experiences, 
in hopes of getting some college credit for those experiences. 
 
Mr. Via’s responsive correspondence was very chatty, apparently due to a warm 
friendship established during Steen’s support of the school when he served as a substitute 
instructor. On one occasion he divulged details of an Apprentice School Honor Council 
action that involved an indiscretion on the part of an apprentice. According to Mr. Via’s 
account, the individual: “…was caught in a gambling raid to which he confessed and was 
fined in Police Court. However, he had sense enough to say he was a JOINER, not an 
apprentice, and thus saved us some unwelcome publicity. He has also contracted a social 
disease.” 
  
That individual’s name does not appear on the list of apprentice graduates…   
 
 In addition, Mr. Via was always encouraging to John Steen, responding to some 
disappointment about a low grade as follows: “You can make the grade; you will make it. 
Remember, apprentices fight to the last whistle, and you are an apprentice. We wish 
these two years to be the finest of your life, and to this end you must take a proper 
proportion of the bitter and the sweet.” 
 
Unfortunately, that wish did not fully materialize. Although 
John Steen completed his apprenticeship in June 1925, a 
severe asthmatic condition later hospitalized and then forced 
him to drop out of college. Returning to Newport News, John 
Steen worked in the machinery drawing room at the shipyard 
for fourteen years, and continued to serve the Apprentice 
Program, as detailed in the first few pages of this story. 
 
Also during that same time period, he married a local lady, 
Marion Richardson, on February 3, 1928. Their only child, 
John Burton Steen, Jr., was born late that same year.  John 
Steen, Sr. also served for a brief time in the late 1920s in the 
Naval Reserve.  
 
Near the end of his career at NNS, John Steen became interested in becoming a lawyer. 
He obtained the services of a private tutor, and studied for the bar exam at night and on 
weekends for a year. He passed that exam on his first attempt. In 1940, he left NNS and 
worked for a brief period of time at the New York Naval Shipyard, which was 
unofficially and more popularly called the Brooklyn Navy Yard. John Steen remarried in 
1939 in New York to Thelma Graham. They subsequently had two daughters, Thelma 
and Joan, born in 1940 and 1943, respectively. 
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In 1941, his small family moved to the West 
Coast where he was employed at the Everett 
Pacific Shipbuilding & Drydock Company, 
located several miles north of Seattle.  Then, in 
late 1942, Steen moved back to the city of his 
birth and briefly worked at the Cramp shipyard. 
While there, he communicated with “Miss 
Annie” [Annie A. Swelling, first and long-time 
secretary to the Supervisor of Apprentices], 
requesting a class ring. He got that ring in 
February of 1943, at the cost of $25.30.  

 
His younger brother, nicknamed Bud, left NNS and joined the 
Navy around 1928. By early 1942, Howard Elwood Steen was a 
Master Machinist’s Mate and one of the senior Chief Petty 
Officers in the destroyer EDSALL (DD-219). The USS 
EDSALL was built at the Cramp shipyard as part of the Navy’s 
World War I expansion efforts.  
 
She was sunk off Java in early 1942 during the desperate days 
that marked America’s entry into World War II. Only a handful 
of men survived. Bud Steen, who likely was at his battle station 
in the vessel’s machinery space, was not one of them.   
 
In 1944, John Steen went back to the West Coast, taking a managerial position with a 
shipyard in the San Francisco Bay area. Still corresponding in February 1946 with Mr. 
Via, he mentioned receiving issues of NNS’ Shipyard Bulletin, but also bemoaned the 
fact that a machinists’ strike had shut down his place of employment for months.  
Because the owners of that shipbuilding facility had decided not to reopen after the strike 
ended, Steen reported that he was seeking employment elsewhere. 

Based on further correspondence between Mr. Via and “Burt”, it appears that Steen found 
employment in Oregon in early 1946. Later that same year John Steen returned to the 
Philadelphia area and in partnership with a business associate, made an unsuccessful 
attempt to purchase the Cramp shipyard. That shipbuilding facility was in the hands of 
Harriman, Ripley & Company, part of a conglomerate headed by businessman and 
politician W. Averill Harriman.  Although the yard had been closed in 1927, it had been 
reopened during World War II at the government’s insistence.    
 
At the war’s end, the owners put the yard up for sale. Steen and his partner each put up 
$50,000 and secured a loan for an additional $3 million, which seemed to be a bargain 
price, since the Navy had supplied $22 million to modernize the yard just a few years 
previously. Unrecorded political and competitive pressures resulted in the sale never 
being consummated, and the yard then closed forever.  
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In later years, Steen repeatedly blamed Harriman, who was also Secretary of Commerce 
at the time, for stopping the sale. Whether true or not, whatever transpired then was 
probably a blessing in disguise, based on the large number of shipyards that went under 
following the end of World War II.    
 
But John Steen lost his down payment, and had to find work. He soon took a position 
with Morton Dye, a subsidiary of the Morton Salt Company. Then in 1948, the lure of 
designed and building ships led him to become employed by a shipbuilding firm for one 
last time. Moving to Jeffersonville, Indiana, he designed towboats and barges at the 
Jeffersonville Boat & Machinery Company for two years.  
 
Returning to his birthplace, he became Acquisition Counsel for the Philadelphia-based 
specialty chemical firm of Rohm & Haas. Combining his engineering, management and 
legal skills, Steen sought out suitable sites on behalf of his final employer, and then had a 
major role in developing industrial ammonia manufacturing facilities in several states.  
 
John Burton Steen, Sr., passed away in Jenkintown, Pennsylvania, a suburb of 
Philadelphia, on January 1, 1961. He was a man of many talents, but first and foremost he 
was a shipbuilder and the first leader of the Apprentice Alumni Association. 
 
In 1946, he wrote what might be considered an epilogue of his and many others’ 
apprenticeship experiences in what appears to be the last of his letters to G. Guy Via: 
  
“I have pretty much been all over the country, at least in the principal seaports, and I 
have come across many ex-apprentices. The remarkable thing is practically all of them 
have good jobs and are very well thought of by the people for whom they are working. 
Practically all of them attribute their success to the fact that they were taught at NNS the 
basic and fundamental needs of the shipbuilding business.”   
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~ Postscript ~ 
 

Marijo Steen Long, granddaughter of John B. Steen, Sr. contacted me 
in January 2009, after reading about the Apprentice Alumni 
Association’s history on the Memories Page of the organization’s web 
site. I am indebted to her and her father, John B. Steen, Jr., for willingly 
providing family information and illustrations that made this story 
possible. Sadly, Marijo never really got to know “Pappa Steen”. Her 
only meeting with her paternal grandfather came in 1958, two years 
before his death, when she was only two years old.   
 
In addition to the family photos provided and used in this article, they also shared two 
previously unseen pictures that were very instrumental in helping me discover much 
about the earliest chapter in the history of the alumni group. Their sharing of the picture 
on page 3 prompted me to look at old Shipyard Bulletins in the Mariners’ Museum 
library, where I discovered the article that is quoted extensively in this write-up. 
 
The second photo that they furnished was obviously made on or about the same August 
day in 1937 when the first Apprentice Alumni Association awards ceremony was held. 
The backdrop is one very familiar to older alumni; i.e., those of us who remember when 
‘the rock’ stood behind the main office building. 
 

Presumably, the men in this great find for the alumni archives are members of the school 
administration and, it is reasonable to believe, the charter members of the Apprentice 
Alumni Association. Quite likely, several of the alumni had become apprentice shop 
instructors, by that time. The resolution of this image is good enough that several 
individuals can be identified, including John Steen (in dark suit, whose head is just below 
the lower left-hand corner of the “Always Good Ships” plaque. To his right sits “Monk” 
White and to his left are Messrs Bailey and Robeson.  

Priceless! Thank you, Steen family.��� � � ��������������  – May 2009    


