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~ MARIE TERESA LACEY ~ 
 

“the one who was born on the boat” 
 
The luxury liner SS AMERICA steamed out of Cobh, Ireland on Monday, November 26, 
1951, on what, to all appearances and expectations, was to be another routine 
transatlantic passage to her homeport of New York City.  
 

Her manifest for this passage included 960 
passengers. But when AMERICA docked at 
Pier 61 in New York on Sunday morning, 
December 2nd, the number of passengers 
onboard had unexpectedly and dramatically 
increased to 961 due to the premature birth 
of a baby girl on the high seas. 

 
Anne McNamara Lacey, a 25-year old Irish immigrant, had boarded the ship in Cobh 
with a sense of relief. Although her brother had kindly driven her to Cobh from the 
McNamara family home in Lahinch, County Clare, he made several stops along the way 
to visit friends; making her nervous and afraid she’d miss the AMERICA’s sailing time. 
Once safely onboard, her thoughts turned to ones of joy and anticipation with the 
prospect of joining her husband, Martin in the United States and having a child in late 
December. A premature birth was probably the furthest thing from her mind.  
 
Then, less than two days outbound, she began to feel ill, but attributed it to seasickness. 
By 1:30 AM on Wednesday morning, November 28th, she was clearly in labor and had 
been hastily moved from her cabin to the ship’s hospital suite.  
 
There, at 4:59 AM, Anne Lacey gave birth to a tiny, yet perfect 
4-1/2 pound girl whom numerous newspaper articles later 
colorfully called a petite and winsome colleen; delivered mid-
ocean by a sea-going stork.  
 
The AMERICA’s hospital suite was extremely well equipped and expertly staffed…but 
not to care for a ‘preemie’. There simply was no incubator.    The ship’s doctor, Roderick 
MacPherson, rightfully concerned about the tiny baby’s chances of survival, solicited 
some help. So, while the soon-to-be mother labored, so did some non-medical members 
of the AMERICA’s crew.  
 
In those early morning hours, the ship’s headwaiter, Archie Munday and three members 
of the ship’s engineering staff; James Francesconi, Harvey Milnar and Joseph Belanger 
pooled their collective talents to quickly convert a used cardboard box into a sterile 
incubator! The box had previously been filled with potatoes…but there is no record as to 
whether those potatoes were Irish ones or not.  
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Nevertheless, the box was thoroughly 
cleaned, lined with dining room menus for 
insulation and well padded with cotton and 
towels. A framework was constructed over 
the box and draped with more towels so 
that oxygen could be fed into it, allowing a 
constant temperature to be maintained. 
American ingenuity at work, to be sure, 
albeit not up to AMERICA’s renowned 
elegant treatment of celebrities. Dr. 

MacPherson, second from the left, below, was later quoted as saying the underweight 
infant could not have lived without benefit of the improvised incubator. 
 
After shipboard personnel provided her a 
better chance of survival, an accommodating 
passenger, the Reverend Edward L. Curran, 
pastor of St. Joseph’s Catholic Church in 
Brooklyn, christened the infant: Marie 
Teresa Lacey. One of the newborn’s first 
visitors was the AMERICA’s Master, 
Captain Frederick Fender, far right, who 
presented Mother Anne with a birth 
certificate and scroll that had been hastily 
created in the ship’s print shop. 
 
Although this was a first for the SS AMERICA, per se, it was not the first time a baby 
had been born on this famous vessel.  That ‘honor’ goes to Peter Westpoint Leslie 
Sheldrake, who was born on the ship in early 1942 in the Indian Ocean when the 
AMERICA was serving as a US Navy transport under the name USS WEST POINT. Nor 
was Marie Lacey the last born at sea onboard the AMERICA. A boy, Aulden Badenhop, 
arrived unexpectedly in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean in February of 1954. But Marie 
Teresa was the only one ever entitled to be known as AMERICA’s Miss. 

 
The excitement that morning in 1951, 
mid-Atlantic, was undoubtedly equaled – 
perhaps surpassed – in Plainfield, New 
Jersey when Martin Lacey and other 
members of the Lacey clan learned via a 
telegram from the United States Lines 
that he had already become a Father. Not 
totally unexpected, to be sure, but the 
time and place was certainly a surprise. 
 

Martin was the youngest of ten children, five of who had immigrated to the United States 
in search of a better life than they could hope to find in depression-ridden Ireland. His 
older sister, Margaret, had been the first to come to America in the 1920’s. Martin joined 
her in 1947 and found a rigger’s job with a New Jersey printing press manufacturer. 
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On a later visit to London, Martin met Anne. Upon his 
return to the United States, Martin told his sister he was 
going back to ask Anne to marry him. And so he did, and 
they subsequently were married on March 17, 1951 (St. 
Patrick’s Day) in London. He was 32; she 25. After 
returning to the United States and making all the necessary 
arrangements, Martin sent for his now-expecting wife. 
Anne had gone to Ireland to visit her Mother before 
embarking on her first ocean voyage – which turned out to 
be much more exciting than anticipated.  
 
Anne Lacey was only anticipating a small family welcome 
in New York. Instead, she and her first born were the topic 
of much public interest as the result of numerous front-page 
newspaper stories. It was such an account – like the 
timeworn clipping below – which provided Marie’s 
maternal grandmother, living on a farm in Ireland with no 
telephone, the first news of Marie’s premature birth at sea.   
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Born at Sea… not just an intriguing phrase, 
it also meant that this newborn not only had 
a birthplace (i.e., the ship’s hospital) but a 
birth location as well. In her case, Latitude 
49 North and Longitude 27 West, almost 
halfway between Europe and the Western 
Hemisphere was that remote location.  
 
These data are suitably inscribed on a birth certificate that the ship’s doctor prepared. But 
that document also indicates the doctor’s address as SS AMERICA, Pier 61 NYC – 
which was the ship’s mailing address at the time. This later led to some comical 
confusion as to where, exactly, Marie was born. 
 
The newborn naturally drew the attention of the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
officials, who often can be pretty sticky when it comes to proper paperwork. Although 
little Marie was born on an American-flagged vessel, her name was appended to her 
Mother’s visa, and she was swiftly admitted as an Irish immigrant with the same alien 
status as her Mother. That expedited things when the AMERICA slipped into her berth, 
but complicated matters later on when Marie tried to get a citizenship certificate.   
 
It was years later, at age nine, and with some bureaucratic difficulty, before Marie 
became officially recognized as an American citizen. Her citizenship certificate and 
current passport both include the terse and intriguing phrase “At Sea” in the space where 
an individual’s country of birth is normally inscribed. Which has proven particularly 
interesting during travel in recent years. But that’s getting a little ahead of her story…   
 

At 9 AM on Sunday, December 2, 1951, 
United States Lines arranged a near-royal 
reception for the Lacey family when the 
AMERICA docked at Pier 61. Martin 
Lacey had been transported right onto the 
pier, along with a Dunellen (NJ) Rescue 
Squad ambulance, equipped with an 
incubator, and accompanied by a nurse 
from Plainfield’s Muhlenburg Hospital. 
As soon as the ship tied up, Martin was 
hustled up the first gangway landed to 
greet his wife and have a first loving look 
at his four-day old daughter.  

 
After brief shipboard formalities, which included thanking those who had participated in 
the safe delivery and care of their daughter, Marie’s parents nervously and self-
consciously went to the waiting ambulance, amidst the cheers of welcoming family and 
friends, and passengers looking down; and the repeated flash of numerous press cameras. 
Baby Marie, still safely cradled in her improvised incubator, was then transferred to the 
ambulance incubator and the family was whisked away to New Jersey. Only then were 
the distinguished and other First Class passengers, normally the first to disembark, 
permitted down the gangway. 
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Once at the Plainfield hospital, an attending physician pronounced little Marie as normal 
and healthy, complimented her ‘good color’ and added “she’s a beautiful baby”.  The 
incubator was dispensed with, and after a three-day stay, just to make sure all was well, 
mother and daughter were released to join Martin at their home in a new land. 

 
One of Marie’s earliest memories is of often being referred to as 
“the one who was born on the boat”. She recalls being stared at 
and wondering if there was something wrong with how she was 
born. Even the nuns at the parochial school she attended often 
referred to her as “the one who was born on the boat”.  
 
For a time, she tried telling people that she was born in 
Muhlenburg Hospital, but then she discovered a collection of 
newspaper articles at her home and learned the details of her 
unusual place (and location) of birth. 
 

Marie continued her education in Catholic schools though high school, and then worked 
for a while before obtaining a college degree in Business Management.  Since, she has 
worked for companies where her responsibilities have included extensive travel. For 
several years, she was employed by Lockheed’s Field Services Group, and traveled to 
shipyards all over the United States. Including Newport News Shipbuilding, where the 
AMERICA was ‘born’. During her employment at Lockheed, she obtained a “Secret” 
clearance. But not easily, as one can well imagine…  
 
In her own words: “Since I did not then have a birth certificate, my only proof of 
American citizenship was my citizenship papers. Somehow, I managed to get a microfiche 
copy of a birth certificate from New York City (I believe that when I was naturalized, my 
Mother gave the original to the judge), which actually shows the longitude and latitude of 
‘where’ I was born. So I had to take that to Lockheed’s security people to prove that I 
was not born in Communist waters! 
 
“Every time I go abroad the Immigration officials do a double take and look up at me… 
I know what they are going to say… ‘At Sea?!’ So I have to explain and they comment:  
‘I have NEVER seen that before!’”  
 
By the mid-1970’s, she was a mature young lady, living 
and working in New Jersey, and occasionally visiting the 
Big Apple. Marie had been mistakenly told that the 
AMERICA had been sold and scrapped, but – actually – the 
ship was intact; laid up in far away New Zealand. Thinking 
it was too late to see her floating birthplace, Marie decided 
the next best thing would be to visit the pier where the 
AMERICA docked in 1951, and where Marie came ashore 
to her adopted land.  Pier 61, in the background of this 
picture, was – by then – abandoned by a defunct steamship 
company, and she must have felt a little like that herself, on 
what surely was a raw and dismal February day in 1977 on 
the waterfront of New York.  

 6



But just a year later, in the summer of 
1978, she happily had an opportunity to 
actually see the AMERICA! And pose in 
front of the ship in New York on a bright 
June day as a new owner made what 
proved to be overly optimistic plans to 
utilize the ship for a series of ‘cruises to 
nowhere’. Unfortunately, Marie did not 
make immediate plans to try and go 
onboard, and shortly thereafter, the 
AMERICA was sold foreign again and 
sailed – forever – away from New York.     

 
In recent years, AMERICA’s Miss has served as a senior meeting planner for Novartis 
Pharmaceuticals. While that position allows her to continue to live in Plainfield, New 
Jersey - as she has done since she was four days old – Marie now travels all over the 
world, to places like Sydney, Hong Kong, Moscow…and the Canary Islands. 
 
In May of 2002, Marie learned that a friend of hers was coordinating a medical meeting 
at Tenerife, in the Canary Islands. Knowing that the remains of the SS AMERICA were 
on a remote, rocky shore nearby - on Fuerteventura Island - Marie took vacation, cashed 
in some frequent flyer miles, journeyed to Spain, and then joined her friend in Tenerife. 
They flew to Fuerteventura where they were joined by a third, Spanish-speaking friend 
for the express purpose of visiting her birthplace.   
 
Marie had last seen the ship 24 years previously. Given its perilous condition, she knew 
this might very well be the last opportunity, ever, to see what remained of her unique, 
once-beautiful, ocean-going birthplace. She felt she had to go.  
 
Again, in her own words, once on that island: “We traveled for a long time through a lot 
of desert and not much of anything else. We went through small villages that consisted of 
little more than petrol stations. We asked, but no one seems to know what we were talking 
about. And then…as we were going off road in a desperate attempt to find the ship, 
another car approached. The people in that vehicle had just come from the wreck site and 
told us how to get to it. Soon we were going up and down hills in that desert-like setting 
and then, suddenly, we could see the brilliant blue of the ocean. 
 
“I kept my eyes peeled every time we rounded a bend. And then… I saw the distinctive 
shape of her smokestack and yelled out ‘There it is’. I was very, very excited.  
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 “We first went to the top of a nearby hill to view it. Then we went closer and I took 
pictures from every possible angle. My friends were very patient with me. We spent over 
three hours there. But that was why I had traveled thousands of miles. 
 
“At first, I thought…WOW, there it is…like finding a lost treasure. And then, I realized 
that, for me, being able to see the ship once again was akin to tracing my roots. It’s kind 
of like finding your great-grandparents’ gravestone. There is a palpable connection there 
for me. 
  
“Even though it was very sad to see the 
remains of the ship, I was extremely happy 
to be able to see my birthplace. And, thanks 
to information provided by Bill Lee about 
the exact location of the ship’s hospital, I 
was able to pose – again – directly in front 
of the part of the ship where I was born. 
 
“I deliberately dressed in red, white and 
blue, and carried along a color photograph 
of the SS AMERICA in all her glory during 
the time I was born in her hospital.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“I also carried some copies of vintage newspaper clippings about my birthplace and me 
in case anyone wanted to arrest us for trespassing. Honestly, it is so remote there; I did 
not know what to expect. What remains is sad, but I’m glad I went. I would like to go 
again. I was born traveling…still traveling…it’s in my blood!” 
 
Postscript: It has now been over three and a half years since AMERICA’s Miss was able 
to make a personal pilgrimage to her displaced and distressed birthplace. What remains 

on that remote rocky shore, as seen in photos taken in late 
2005 indicates recent and massive structural deterioration. 
Eventually, inevitably, Marie’s birthplace will collapse or 
slide forever from view into the unforgiving sea. But 
Marie’s memories will surely stay as bright and happy as 
her smile in these pictures taken over five decades apart. 

 
Bill Lee  
January, 2006 
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