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MASTER CLAUDIUS CECIL AUSTIN

SAVES HIS LIGHTSHIP IN THE

HURRICANE OF 1933

by Cheryl Shelton-Roberts

Editor’s Note: The following article is a brief history of lights on the
Diamond Shoals, which are referred to as ‘Diamond Shoal’ in the
early logs. Excerpts from historical writings are included and credited
where appropriate. This article is adapted from the author’s article
“The Lights of Diamond Shoals” which originally appeared in the
Lighthouse News, a newsletter of the Outer Banks Lighthouse Society,
Winter 1997, Vol. III No. 4. It was submitted to AFGS by Winifred
Austin Minson, granddaughter of Claudius Cecil Austin. Mrs. Minson
also provided the photographs shown here. The article was digitized by
Carol Robinson Austin of Garden Grove, California as part of the
AFGS Austin-Austen Documents Digitization Project.

Duty on lightships is described as “... a term of solitary confinement
combined with the horrors of seasickness...” — quotation from North
Carolina Lighthouses by David Stick.

You are the Captain on the Diamond Shoal lightship
stationed thirteen miles off Cape Hatteras and five miles
from the outer reaches of Diamond Shoal from which
you warn other vessels to stay away. It is September 15,
1933, and the barometer is falling faster than you have
ever seen.

The sky is dark, a deep eerie purple and the wind is
picking up. You envision 60 foot waves and 100 plus
miles per hour winds. You and your crew are all that can
save the lightship and you wonder if there will be
survivors after the storm. You prepare to watch the
weather and maneuver your floating home as never
before.

Suddenly the boredom of the long, many days past peel
away instantly. Seasickness threatens to cripple you and
your crew, but you bend to the task at hand: keep the
lightship steady and keep her from being engulfed by
tumultuous waves you are about to face.

In the 1937 issue of Sentinel of the Coasts: “The Log of
a Lighthouse Engineer” by George Putnam, respected
Commissioner of Lighthouses from 1910-35 and life-
long, devoted student of map and chart making, we can
witness first-hand the events of this hurricane on board
the lightship. He documents the log of the Diamond
Shoal lightship Master, Claudius Cecil Austin, to give us
a first-hand description of his experiencing “weather
conditions of a violence probably seldom if ever
experienced by a lightship. The center of this hurricane
touched the Atlantic coast at Cape Hatteras, and then
recurved out into the Atlantic, thus passing just inside of,
and around the lightship station.”

Lightship Master Battles a Hurricane

C. C. Austin says in his report: “On the morning of the
15th the weather showed indication of a hurricane. At 8
A.M. wind east between forty and forty-five miles per
hour, increasing, barometer falling. I got engine under
way and began to work ahead slow. From noon to 4
P.M. wind east-northeast between fifty and sixty miles
per hour, increasing, barometer falling. Seas getting
rough and washing ship badly.

“At about 2 P.M. station buoy sighted for the last time as
the weather was thick with rain and spray. I judge the
ship began to drag anchor at about 4 P.M., wind
increasing to about seventy miles per hour. I began to
increase the speed of the engine from forty to sixty
revolutions per minute. From 8 P.M. to midnight, wind
east-northeast, between seventy and eight-five miles per
hour, barometer falling. Seas were getting mountainous
high and washing the ship terribly. Engine speed
increased to ninety revolutions per minute.

“September 16, between midnight and 1 A.M. ship went
into breakers on southwest point of Outer Diamond
Shoal (having dragged the fifty-five hundred-pound
anchor and twenty-four thousand pounds of chain the
five miles from her station). Wind about one hundred
and twenty miles per hour. The first breaker which came
aboard broke an air port in the pilot house which struck
me (master) in the face and around the neck and on arm,
cutting face and neck badly. This same breaker carried
away one ventilator close to the pilot house. Mate S.F.
Dowdy tried to get a stopper in the hole in the deck, and
was washed against a davit and broke some ribs. He was
almost washed overboard. From 4 to 5 A.M. wind
decreasing to about fifty miles per hour, barometer
falling to 28.19 (lowest point).

“We laid in the breakers from 12 midnight until 6:30
A.M., breakers coming aboard, breaking up everything
on upper deck, washing boats, ventilators, awning
stretchers away, bending awning stanchions inboard.
Taking water in around umbrella of smokestack and
through ventilators to such an extent that the water was
rising at times above the fire-room floor with all pumps
working, and every means we had to keep the water out
of the ship.

“At 5:30 A.M. day began to break, so I could see the
conditions outside. I could see an opening about south-
southwest from the ship that looked like a chance to get
away. Breakers coming over at intervals and I decided
that it was the only chance out. I told the mate to get
ready to slip the mooring, as we had to get out of that
place, for when the wind comes from the west it would
carry her into the breakers and finish her up. I slipped
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the mooring at 6:30 A.M. and got the ship outside the
breakers, at about 7:15 A.M. being in the center of the
hurricane. I had just got the breakers behind me when
the wind struck from the west at about ninety miles per
hour. I ran the ship southeast until I was sure I was all
clear and then ran northeast thinking the hurricane would
pass. I ran this course for a while and it did not get any
better. I considered it was moving very slow (the
barometer was rising fast) so I changed my course to
south and ran this course until I ran out of the hurricane.

“September 17th, 5 A.M. Wind northwest, strong gale,
but decreasing. At 6 A.M. I called the mate and told him
to get the crew out and see if he could get the wireless
antenna fixed up so that we could establish communi-
cation. (There had been no radio communication since
Friday evening.) About 9 A.M. I got radiocompass
bearings which put the ship approximately sixty miles
east-northeast from Cape Hatteras Lighthouse; at 4 P.M.
radio bearings placed the ship about one hundred and ten
miles east-southeast from Cape Henry. All the crew
were at hand at all times and ready to do everything they
could to help save the ship, both deck and engine force.
During the storm one of the fusible plugs in the boiler
blew. They let all steam from the boiler and opened up
the furnace, went inside and took out the fusible plug
that had blown and put in a new one, and closed the
furnace and got steam on the boiler in the strength of the
hurricane. I consider this brave deed, and M.W. Lewis
and J. J. Krass, firemen, and A. D. Ameyette, seaman,
are due all credit for accomplishing this job. I consider
each and every man of the crew did all in his power, and
through their bravery, energy, and will power we
brought the ship through the hurricane and safely into
port. The vessel I consider a most excellent seaworthy
ship to come through such a severe hurricane with such
comparatively slight damage as was sustained; so much
water came aboard that at time there was three feet of
water in the engine-room bilges.”

This lightship would live to witness a similar storm
again in November 1934.

The Lighthouse News received a letter recently from
Winifred Austin Minson of Virginia. Her grandfather
was the Captain Claudius Cecil Austin and shared a
letter from her Aunt Edith Austin Cosme: “My folks left
Hatteras in 1920, and came to Portsmouth. Papa was a
fisherman when he and Mama married, when they came
to Portsmouth as Captain of the Diamond Shoal lightship
stationed off the coast of Hatteras. In 1933 there was a
bad hurricane on the east coast, and the lightship and
crew took a beating. When Papa came home, his face
had lots of cuts from the flying glass on the ship and he
didn't look very good health wise. He received a letter of
commendation for his extraordinary devotion to duty and

Claudius Cecil Austin (1887-1965) began his career
as a U.S. Lighthouse Service employee until it merged
with the U.S. Coast Guard in 1939. Here he is in his
U.S. Coast uniform as Chief Boatswain (Warrant
Officer rating) around 1942. He is with his wife,
Bessie Etheridge Austin. Known as “C.C.”, he
received a well-deserved commendation from
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1933 for
“...exceptional character of the services performed in
saving this vessel, and in the protection of the
shipping along the coast...” when he mastered the
Diamond Shoal lightship through the leviathan
hurricane of 1933. It is reported the commendation
was framed and placed on board the lightship.

— Photograph is courtesy of C. C. Austin's granddaughter,
Winifred Austin Minson, and daughter, Edith Austin Cosme.

excellent seamanship for maintaining his lightship on
station at Diamond Shoal.” Politically C. C. Austin was
a Republican, but he was very proud of that letter from
President FDR. He retired in 1942 from the U.S. Coast
Guard, which took over from the U.S. Lighthouse Service.
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The letter of commendation was framed and placed
aboard the lightship. It was addressed to Daniel C.
Roper, Secretary of Commerce, and reads as follows:

THE WHITE HOUSE
                         WASHINGTON

October 25, 1933.

My dear Mr. Secretary:

      I have read with keen satisfaction the report of the
heroic work done by the officers and crew of Diamond
Shoal Lightship during the hurricane of September 15th
and 16th, and am grateful for your bringing this to my
attention.

      I am fully appreciative of the exceptional character
of the services performed by these men in saving this
vessel, and in the protection of the shipping along the
coast; and I wish you would convey to them my
personal commendation for the manner in which they
performed their dangerous duties during this storm.

Very sincerely yours,

Franklin D. Roosevelt

Shown here are Capt. C. C. Austin of the lightship,
whose face was cut by flying glass during the storm,
being welcomed home by Mrs. Austin and two
children, Edith and Levin.

Photograph of Claudius Cecil Austin taken in 1947.
(For another photo of C. C. Austin, see next page...)
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Claudius Cecil Austin circa 1900.


