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TUSCANIA 

 
 

Tuscania casualty 
Besner, Herbert Christian Joseph 

1889 OH – 5 February 1918 Tuscania 
 

 
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3Q9M-CS1Q-2SK8-

P?view=index&personArk=%2Fark%3A%2F61903%2F1%3A1%3AQP8D-9JPG&action=view 
 

 

https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3Q9M-CS1Q-2SK8-P?view=index&personArk=%2Fark%3A%2F61903%2F1%3A1%3AQP8D-9JPG&action=view
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3Q9M-CS1Q-2SK8-P?view=index&personArk=%2Fark%3A%2F61903%2F1%3A1%3AQP8D-9JPG&action=view
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\https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:QP5B-LSFJ 
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https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:QPH4-W6FG 
 

 
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-

content/view/2221728:2590?tid=&pid=&queryId=a0ad1d58-6695-4266-9b35-
54b817d14543&_phsrc=cPx8139&_phstart=successSource 

 
Text submitted on 29 Jan 2024 to Find A Grave record 57041426 

Herbert Christian Joseph Besner is listed as the son of Joseph Besner and Edith Elizabeth 
Sauil [spelling of her surname questionable]. 
Joseph “Betsner” married Elizabeth Sauil on 10 November 1893 in Bay City, Bay County, 
Michigan. His parents were Joseph Besner and Catherine Dubois (sometimes found as 
Woods, the English translation of Dubois). Elizabeth’s parents are listed as Adam and Anna 
Sauil.  
Herbert was apparently his mother’s only child. He was born in 1889, prior to her marriage. 
In 1910, Herbert is found twice in the census. On 20 April 1910, Herbert C.J. Besner is a 
boarder in Flint, Genesee County, Michigan, age 21, born Ohio, father born Canada, 
mother born Michigan, a machinist in an automobile factory. 
He is also enumerated on 29 Apr 1910 in Saginaw, Saginaw County, Michigan, where 21-
year-old Herbert Besner, age 21, born Ohio, father born Canada, mother b. Michigan, is a 
laborer in an automobile factory. He lives with his parents, Joseph Besner, age 52, born 

https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/2221728:2590?tid=&pid=&queryId=a0ad1d58-6695-4266-9b35-54b817d14543&_phsrc=cPx8139&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/2221728:2590?tid=&pid=&queryId=a0ad1d58-6695-4266-9b35-54b817d14543&_phsrc=cPx8139&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/2221728:2590?tid=&pid=&queryId=a0ad1d58-6695-4266-9b35-54b817d14543&_phsrc=cPx8139&_phstart=successSource
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Canada, a sawyer in a saw mill, and Elizabeth Besner, age 41, born Michigan, parents born 
Germany. She has given birth to one child, with one living. 
Herbert and his father make the news in Michigan, when, on 19 February 1911, Joseph is 
arrested at their home after a post-midnight scuffle with son Herbert after Joseph had 
arrived home. Herbert has a bullet lodged in his arm. His father claims Herbert shot at him, 
breaking a glass lamp. There is broken glass on the floor.  
On 21 October 1915, Elizabeth Besner divorced Joseph Besner in Saginaw County, 
Michigan. The divorce notice includes the information that they had married 10 November 
1893 in Bay City, Michigan. 
Herbert Christian Joseph Besner registered on 1 June 1917 for the World War I draft. His 
draft registration has two addresses, one in Pontiac, Michigan, and one in Saginaw, 
Michigan. He is employed on a dairy farm in Pontiac, Michigan, and reports he has a 
dependent mother. His left arm is described as “stiff.” 
Herbert entered the U.S. Army on 5 November 1917 at Camp Custer, Michigan (according 
to Michigan WWI records) or 20 December 1917 (according to the U.S. Veterans 
Administration Master Index). As a corporal in Co. F, 20th Engineers, Herbert C.J. Besner 
sailed aboard the troopship SS “Tuscania” from New York City on 24 January 1918. On 5 
February 1918, the “Tuscania” was torpedoed and sunk by German submarine UB-77 in 
the North Channel between Scotland and Ireland. There were 215 soldier casualties, one 
of them being Herbert. 
Sometime between her 1915 divorce and Herbert’s death, his mother had remarried, 
since, on the “Tuscania,” he listed his mother, Mrs. E.E. Tottingham of Saginaw, Michigan, 
as his next-of-kin.  
Herbert was among those living and dead carried by lifeboats to the isle of Islay on the 
western coast of Scotland after the “Tuscania” was torpedoed. He was first buried in the 
cemetery at Kilnaughton on Islay in grave 43, misidentified as C.M.H. Besner. His body was 
exhumed post-war in 1920 and was transported to the U.S. on board the ship “Antigone” 
which arrived in Hoboken, New Jersey, on 29 September 1920. Herbert was buried in 
Arlington National Cemetery in Virginia on 15 October 1920. 
The Georgia death certificate of Herbert’s mother, Edith Elizabeth Tottingham, indicates 
she was born 14 December 1867 in an unknown location. The names of her parents and 
their birthplaces are also unknown. She is listed as a widow, but her husband’s name is 
unknown. Edith Tottingham, a resident of Atlanta, Georgia, died 2 October 1923 in Atlanta, 
Fulton County, Georgia, in Grady Hospital. She was age 56. Edith was buried in Greenwood 
Cemetery, Atlanta, Fulton County, Georgia. 
In her last will and testament, filed 27 October 1923 in Fulton County, Georgia, Elizabeth 
Edith Tottingham bequeaths her real and personal property, and her dogs, to her friend, 
Mary Magdalene Reeves, since she attests she has no living relatives. In addition, she 
directs that “the insurance from the United States of America, certificate no. 293343, of my 
beloved son Herbert Christian Joseph Besner, taken out January 1st, 1918 and it is my will 
and desire that the Government whom my son served so loyally, forward each month the 
installment check of $57.50 (fifty-seven dollars and fifty cents) to the said Mary Magdalene 
Reeves.”   
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Life: 
 

 
“Lansing (MI) State Journal” Monday 20 Feb 1911 p 3 -  

https://www.newspapers.com/image/204810396/ 
 

https://www.newspapers.com/image/204810396/
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“Detroit Free Press” Monday 20 Feb 1911 p 10 
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“Port Huron (MI) Times-Herald” Friday 8 Feb 1918 p 4 

 

 

 
“Detroit Free Press” Saturday 9 Feb 1918 p 3 
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Other newspapers do not report him dead yet - “Lancaster (PA) News-Journal” Monday 11 

Feb 1918 p 10 
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Herbert misnamed as Robert – “Escanaba (MI) Morning Press” Tuesday 12 Feb 1918 p 1 

 

 
Error: Wright is dead – “Lansing (MI) State Journal” Wednesday 13 Feb 1918 p 1 
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List continues – “Iron County Miner” (Hurley WI) Friday 22 Feb 1918 p 2 
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List continues – “L’Anse (MI) Sentinel” Saturday 2 Mar 1918 p 6 

 
Mother: 
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https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-
content/view/5100415:9093?tid=&pid=&queryId=d4d23c37-58a5-47ab-b205-

e7d0f532a12f&_phsrc=cPx8106&_phstart=successSource 
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https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-

content/view/519488:9092?tid=108124785&pid=350063997021&queryId=ebdc6530-
e458-43b1-add3-64ad641b2bb3&_phsrc=cPx8098&_phstart=successSource 

 
 
 

 

 

 

https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/519488:9092?tid=108124785&pid=350063997021&queryId=ebdc6530-e458-43b1-add3-64ad641b2bb3&_phsrc=cPx8098&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/519488:9092?tid=108124785&pid=350063997021&queryId=ebdc6530-e458-43b1-add3-64ad641b2bb3&_phsrc=cPx8098&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/519488:9092?tid=108124785&pid=350063997021&queryId=ebdc6530-e458-43b1-add3-64ad641b2bb3&_phsrc=cPx8098&_phstart=successSource
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https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-

content/view/1549240:8635?tid=&pid=&queryId=d897445f-783c-46fe-b9d8-
88bab1f85e53&_phsrc=cPx8143&_phstart=successSource 

https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/1549240:8635?tid=&pid=&queryId=d897445f-783c-46fe-b9d8-88bab1f85e53&_phsrc=cPx8143&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/1549240:8635?tid=&pid=&queryId=d897445f-783c-46fe-b9d8-88bab1f85e53&_phsrc=cPx8143&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/1549240:8635?tid=&pid=&queryId=d897445f-783c-46fe-b9d8-88bab1f85e53&_phsrc=cPx8143&_phstart=successSource
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GA death record of mother Edith Elizabeth Tottingham – 14 Dec 1867 – 2 Oct 1923 - 

https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/210155:2562 
 

https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/210155:2562
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“Atlanta (GA) Journal” Thursday 4 Oct 1923 p 32 - 

https://www.newspapers.com/image/970937404/?article=28889f86-a5d4-4caa-b20a-
a8e6f8bb5dcf&xid=us-ga 

 

 
1910 Saginaw MI city directory – Elizabeth & son Herbert C.J. reside at 340 Stone – she is 
not a widow, since husband Joseph dies in 1933 - ttps://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-

content/view/448746110:2469?tid=&pid=&queryId=39469e9d-63e2-401a-a03b-
154c0fa9664d&_phsrc=cPx8158&_phstart=successSource 

 
1913 Saginaw MI city directory: 

Elizabeth Besner, janitor Barie’s, boards at 2032 State 
[neither Joseph nor Herbert are listed] 

 

 
1914 Saginaw MI city directory – Elizabeth, Joseph & Herbert at 2032 State - 

https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-

https://www.newspapers.com/image/970937404/?article=28889f86-a5d4-4caa-b20a-a8e6f8bb5dcf&xid=us-ga
https://www.newspapers.com/image/970937404/?article=28889f86-a5d4-4caa-b20a-a8e6f8bb5dcf&xid=us-ga
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/418911256:2469?tid=&pid=&queryId=313977eb-5649-40d3-9999-99220f0ec469&_phsrc=cPx8160&_phstart=successSource
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content/view/418911256:2469?tid=&pid=&queryId=313977eb-5649-40d3-9999-
99220f0ec469&_phsrc=cPx8160&_phstart=successSource 

 

 

 
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:Q5QG-W3VW 

 
 
 

Abbreviations: 
b = born 
d = died 

F: = Find A Grave (www.findagrave.org) 
NOK = next-of-kin 

 
Name:  Herbert Christian Joseph Besner 
Name variations:  
Military: 
On Tuscania: 20th Eng. 18th/Co. F - corporal 
Serial number:  not assigned when died 
Entered service from:  Saginaw, Saginaw MI 
Sailed on “Tuscania” as: Herbert C. J. Besner 
Next-of-kin on “Tuscania”: mother Mrs. E.E. Tottingham, Saginaw MI [handwritten: 
Collingwood St. & Highland Ave.]  

https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/418911256:2469?tid=&pid=&queryId=313977eb-5649-40d3-9999-99220f0ec469&_phsrc=cPx8160&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/418911256:2469?tid=&pid=&queryId=313977eb-5649-40d3-9999-99220f0ec469&_phsrc=cPx8160&_phstart=successSource
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1st buried on the isle of Islay, Scotland: at Kilnaughton, Islay, Scotland - grave 43, as C.M. 
H. Besner  
Body returned from war on: "Antigone" arriving Hoboken 29 Sep 1920  
Body listed on return ship as: Herbert C. Besner 
Rank on return ship: pvt, Co. F, 20th Engrs 
World War I draft registration (1917): as Herbert Christian Joseph Besner - b. 11 Jan 1889 
Miamisburg OH; res: RFD #7, Pontiac MI and 916 Benjamin St., Saginaw MI. Single. 
Employed on dairy farm, E. Leroy Pelleteir [Pelletier?], RFD #3, Pontiac MI. Has dependent 
mother. Left arm stiff. Height: 5’4” – medium build.  
 
Veterans Administration Military Index: 
Enlisted 20 Dec 1917 
Discharged as of 6 Feb 1918 [due to death] 
Address: 1270 N. Charles St., Saginaw MI 
Rank/unit: corporal, Co. F, 20th Engineers 
 
MI Census of WWI Veterans: 
Enlisted 5 Nov 1917 Camp Custer MI. Resident of Saginaw MI. Corporal in Co. F Battalion, 
20th Engineers. Born 11 Jan 1889 Miamsburg [sic] OH. Died 5 Feb 1918. Father: Joseph 
Besner. Mother: Eliza Besner. 
Birth & death: 
Born:  10 Jan 1889 Miamisburg, Montgomery OH  
Died:  5 Feb 1918 Tuscania (Find A Grave lists 5 Oct 1918 in record - tombstone indicates 
Tuscania date) 
Find A Grave record: 57041426 - presence on Tuscania noted in flower 
Burial location: Arlington, Arlington Co. VA 
Cemetery: Arlington National 
Tombstone: veteran tombstone: Michigan CPL 20 Engrs 
 
Father: Joseph Besner, 23 Jan 1859 St. Paul, Joliette, Quebec, Canada or St. John’s, 
Canada – 8 Dec 1933 Saginaw, Saginaw MI. Son of Joseph Besner (1833 Quebec, Canada – 
21 Dec 1891, F: 95804795) & Catherine DuBois (also found as Catherine Wood/Woods, the 
English translation of DuBois, b. ca. 1832 Paris, France]. 
Find A Grave record says he was a lumberman. In Feb 1911, police are called to the Besner 
home. Herbert has a bullet in his arm, claiming his father shot him. The scuffle occurred 
after midnight on 19 Feb 1911. Joseph claimed Herbert shot a lamp out of his hand. Pieces 
of glass were found on the floor. Joseph was arrested; he was not talking. [Unable to locate 
follow-up stories.] 
Buried in Mount Olivet Cemetery, Saginaw, Saginaw MI. 
Find A Grave:  54576752 
 
Mother: Edith Elizabeth (Eliza) Sauil Besner Tottingham, 14 Dec 1867 MI (MI according to 
1910 census; “unknown” on her GA death certificate, also found as Maine) – 2 Oct 1923 
Atlanta, Fulton GA (in Grady Hospital).   
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Parents listed as Adam & Anna Sauil on her 1893 marriage license. Could be spelled Sauel, 
Saal, Saul, Saeel, etc. According to the 1910 census, her parents were born in Germany. 
Her GA death certificate lists both her parents’ names & birthplaces as “unknown.”  
At some point her divorce from Joseph Besner on 21 Oct 1915 & Herbert’s departure on 
Tuscania on 24 Jan 1918, she presumably married a man named Tottingham & is listed as 
E.E. Tottingham of Saginaw MI in 1918.  
In her last will & testament, filed Oct 1923 in Fulton County GA, Edith Elizabeth Tottingham 
“wills her real & personal property & her dogs to friend Mary Magdalene Reeves as she has 
“no living relatives.”  She directs Mary Reeves to take care of her dogs, have them 
euthanized when needed by a competent veterinary surgeon & buried in a manner “in 
keeping with the treatment that these devoted companions have been.” In Article 4, she 
writes: “I do especially will, in addition to all my real and personal property to my beloved 
friend Mary Magdalene Reeves, the insurance from the United States of America, 
certificate no. 293343, of my beloved son Herbert Christian Joseph Besner, taken out 
January 1st, 1918 and it is my will and desire that the Government whom my son served so 
loyally, forward each month the installment check of $57.50 (fifty-seven dollars and fifty 
cents) to the said Mary Magdalene Reeves.”   
Her GA death certificate also states she is a widow but the name of her husband is 
unknown. She died of uremia, with chronic interstitial nephritis as a contributing factor. 
She was age 56, engaged in housework. She resided on Cambelton Rd., Atlanta GA.  
Buried in Greenwood Cemetery, Atlanta, Fulton GA but not on Find A Grave as of 29 Jan 
2024. 
Find A Grave: 
Parents’ marriage - 10 Nov 1893 - Joseph Betsner, son of Joseph Betsner & Catharine 
Wood, married in Bay City, Bay MI, to Elizabeth Sauil, daughter of Adam & Anna Sauil.  
Divorce: 21 Oct 1915 Saginaw Co. MI. Elizabeth & Joseph Besner – stated marriage date 
was 10 Nov 1893 in Bay City MI.  
 
Pre-war: 
Numerous MI newspapers carried the story, such as the “Lansing (MI) State Journal” 20 
Feb 1911 p 3 – in Saginaw, “Son Wounded; Father is Held” – “Each Accuses Other of Doing 
Shooting in Mysterious Affair at Saginaw” – Joseph Besner, age 45, is at the central police 
station in Saginaw, having been arrested after shooting his son, Herbert, age 22. “The affair 
is very mysterious, the police being unable to determine who is to be blamed.” A bullet 
from a .32-calibre revolver is lodged in Herbert Besner’s arm, and a revolver with an empty 
chamber was found by police when they went to the house to investigate. Joseph came 
home after midnight and was “scuffling” with Herbert during which a revolver was 
discharged. Herbert says his father shot him. Joseph said his son shot a lamp out of his 
hand. Pieces of broken glass were found on the house’s floor by the police. “Chief Kain 
endeavored to get a statement from the elder Besner but he refused to talk.” 
When Herbert registers for the WWI draft, it is noted that he has a stiff left arm. 
 
Siblings: 
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Notes: 
 
Pre-war: 
 
Wartime: 
 
Post-war: 
 
Obituary: 
 
Censuses: 
 
1880 East Saginaw, Saginaw MI 
Joseph Bezner, 44 Canada, laborer 
Catherine, 47 France 
Mary, 23 MI 
Joseph, 21 MI 
Charls, 16 MI 
Alferd, 14 MI 
Calac, 12 MI [male] 
Lillie, 10 MI 
Jennie, 8 MI 
 
Herbert was double-counted by the 1910 census: 
 
1910 Flint, Genesee MI – conducted 20 Apr 1910 
Herbert C.J. Besner, 21 OH, father b. Canada (English), mother b. MI, machinist, 
automobile factory, 
Boarder with the Patrick Hoagg family (Patrick, Patrick’s wife & their 4 children ages 18-26) 
& 1 other male boarder. 
 
1910 Saginaw, Saginaw MI – 1540 N. Boud (spelling?) – conducted 29 Apr 1910 
Joseph Besner, 52 Canada, father b. Canada, mother b. France, in 1st marriage, emigrated 
1859, married 22 years, sawyer, saw mill 
Elizabeth, 41 MI, parents b. Germany, in 1st marriage, gave birth to 1 child, 1 is living 
Herbert, 21 OH, father b. Canada, mother b. MI, laborer, automobile factory 
 
1930 Saginaw, Saginaw MI – 1270 N. Charles [the same address on Herbert’s Veterans 
Administration Master Index card]  
Joe Besner, 71 Canada, widowed, father b. Canada, mother b. France, emigrated 1859 
Boarder: Fred Landry, 67 OH 
 
 


