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DISCLAIMER 
This biography is a rough draft and a work-in-progress. 

The research has not been completed, so there may be errors and omissions. 
This record also lacks 1950 federal census data. 

Please return to Tuscania1918.org in the future to see if a revised and 
finalized version is available. 

 
Abbreviations: 

b = born 
d = died 

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

 

 
 
 

TUSCANIA 
 

Tuscania casualty 
Johnson, William Riker 

1890 MI – 5 February 1918 Tuscania 

 
William Riker Johnson - Michigan State College, Class of 1912 –  

https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-
viewer/tree/12664747/person/12596837172/media/ac807bf2-3c69-4efa-9a8b-

4bc5e4f3a530?_phsrc=hFB19699&_phstart=successSource 
 

https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-viewer/tree/12664747/person/12596837172/media/ac807bf2-3c69-4efa-9a8b-4bc5e4f3a530?_phsrc=hFB19699&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-viewer/tree/12664747/person/12596837172/media/ac807bf2-3c69-4efa-9a8b-4bc5e4f3a530?_phsrc=hFB19699&_phstart=successSource
https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-viewer/tree/12664747/person/12596837172/media/ac807bf2-3c69-4efa-9a8b-4bc5e4f3a530?_phsrc=hFB19699&_phstart=successSource
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https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-
viewer/tree/12664747/person/12596837172/media/0ec63475-b76d-4cb5-860e-

18c6e1683031?_phsrc=hFB19699&_phstart=successSource 
 

Grave - https://www.ancestry.com/mediaui-
viewer/tree/12664747/person/12596837172/media/3d101cfa-1160-4256-8fb8-

bb454517c1c9?_phtarg=hFB19700 
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“Lansing (MI) State Journal” 8 Feb 1918 p 2 
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“Lansing (MI) State Journal” 13 Feb 1918 p 1 
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“Lansing (MI) State Journal” 14 Feb 1918 p 1 

 

 
“Yale (MI) Expositor” 21 Mar 1918 p 2 
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MI death certificate for his sister Retta L. Johnson Hartwig - 

https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/60872/images/44471_355441-
02359?pId=603042400 

 
 
 

https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/60872/images/44471_355441-02359?pId=603042400
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/60872/images/44471_355441-02359?pId=603042400
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His parents, Charles P. Johnson & Jennie/Jeannie Bates Johnson - From Find A Grave 8353347 
 

 
“St. Joseph (MI) Herald-Press” Thursday 20 Jan 1927 p 2 
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“St. Joseph (MI) Herald-Press” Saturday 12 Nov 1927 p 3 
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Did the stress of seeing a tablet unveiled to her deceased son William Riker Johnson on 11 Nov 
1927 cause his mother Jeannie/Jennie to have a fatal stroke on 14 Nov 1927? “Port Huron (MI) 

Times Herald” Tuesday 15 Nov 1927 p 10 
 

 
Armistice Day commemoration at Michigan State College [now University] – “Detroit (MI) Free 

Press” Saturday 12 Nov 1927 p 11 
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Suicide of his brother Gilbert G. Johnson on 23 Apr 1933 near Hadley MI – “Benton Harbor (MI) 

News-Palladium” Monday 24 Apr 1933 p 10 
 

 
Suicide of his brother Gilbert G. Johnson - “Detroit (MI) Free Press” Monday 24 Apr 1933 p 8 
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MI death certificate for his brother Bert G. / Gilbert G. Johnson - 

https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/60872/images/44471_355440-
03072?pId=2619686  

 

https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/60872/images/44471_355440-03072?pId=2619686
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/60872/images/44471_355440-03072?pId=2619686
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Name: William Riker Johnson 
Name variations: misidentified on Steven Schwartz’s website as a MI casualty and an Oregon 
survivor 
Military: 
On Tuscania:  20th Eng. 18th/Co. F - corporal 
Serial number: Army enlisted men were not assigned serial numbers until after the sinking of the 
Tuscania showed their value, so William did not have one at the time of his death 
Entered service from: found as both Reedsport, Douglas Co. OR & Metamora, Lapeer Co. MI, as his 
father Charles P. Johnson resided in both locations 
Sailed on “Tuscania” as:  William R. Johnson 
Next-of-kin on “Tuscania”:  father Chas. [Charles] P. Johnson, Metamora MI 
First buried on isle of Islay, Scotland:  in Kilnaughton, Islay, Scotland - grave 8, as W.R. Johnson  
Body returned from war on:  "Antigone" arriving Hoboken 29 Sep 1920 
Body listed on return ship as:  W.R. Johnson 
Rank & unit on return ship:  cpl, Co. I, 20th Engrs 
World War I draft registration (1917): as William Riker Johnson - b. 26 Jun 1891 Hadley MI; res: 
Metamora, Lapeer MI. Age 26. Single. Resident of Metamora MI. Farmer, employed by his father at 
Hadley MI. Military experience: private, Infantry, 4 years, MI Agricultural College. Short in height, 
medium build.  
 
Veterans Administration Military Index: 
Enlistment & discharge dates not listed 
Born 19 Jun 1890 
Died 6 Feb 1918 
Address:  Metanna MI [Metamora MI]  
Rank/unit:  corporal, Co. F, 29th Engineers 
 
Birth & death: 
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Born:  26 Jun 1890 (tombstone, MI Births, Veterans Administration Master Index) or 26 Jun 1891 
(WWI draft) or 19 Jun 1890 - Hadley, Lapeer MI  
Died: 5 Feb 1918 Tuscania  
Find A Grave record:  8353356, presence on Tuscania indicated in text  
Burial location: Hadley, Lapeer MI 
Cemetery:  Hadley Community Church 
Tombstone:  Co F 6 Bn 20 Engrs. Gave his life in the sinking of the Tuscania 
 
Father:  Charles P. Johnson, Jun 1856 Hadley, Lapeer MI – 9 Dec 1942 Hadley, Lapeer MI. Son of 
John/Joseph R. Johnson & Emily Corg Kelly (?) (F: 8353349). Buried in Hadley Community Church 
Cemetery, Hadley, Lapeer MI. 
Find A Grave: 8353347   
 
Mother:  Jeannie (Jennie) E. Bates Johnson, 22 May 1866 Hadley, Lapeer MI – 14 Nov 1927 Lapeer 
Co. MI. Daughter of Gilbert Bates & Elizabeth Davenport. On 112 Nov 1927 Charles & Jennie 
attended the unveiling of a bronze memorial tablet to William at East Lansing, the first Michigan 
State College man to die in WWI. Her obituary wondered if the stress caused her fatal stroke. 
Buried in Hadley Community Church Cemetery, Hadley, Lapeer MI. 
Find A Grave:  8353352 
Parents’ marriage:  30 Sep 1883 Hadley, Lapeer MI. Charles was age 27, b. Hadley MI, resident of 
Hadley MI, farmer – Jennie Bates was age 20, b. MI, resident of Hadley MI. By clergyman Thomas 
Howes. 
 
Spouse:   
Spouse Find A Grave:   
Marriage:  
 
Children: 
 
Siblings:  William was the 2nd-oldest child. 

• Gilbert George (“Bert”) Johnson, 1 Aug 1886 Hadley, Lapeer MI – 23 Apr 1933 near Hadley, 
Lapeer MI. On his WWI (1917) draft card, he reported being a farmer for his father. He said 
his parents were dependent on him; a note is added that they are not solely dependent on 
him. Died by suicide; shot himself in the head with a rifle in his woodshed at his farm home. 
His body was discovered by his father, Charles. Buried in Hadley Community Church 
Cemetery, Hadley, Lapeer MI. F: 8353351 

• Retta Lovina Johnson Hartwig, 13 Nov 1891 Hadley, Lapeer MI – 6 Oct 1942 Hadley, Lapeer 
MI. Wife of Frank George Hartwig (1890-1923, F: 66398105) whom she married 29 Jan 1916 
in Hadley, Lapeer MI. They had 3 children: June, Genevieve & Faith. Frank died 15 Feb 1923 
near Hadley MI; survived by his wife, 3 children, parents Mr. & Mrs. Robert Hartwig & brother 
Earnest Hartwig. Retta died of mitral stenosis. Was a public school teacher. Buried in 
Hadley Community Church Cemetery, Hadley, Lapeer MI. F: 66398174 

• Arthur Claud Johnson, 14 Nov 1892 MI – 27 Aug 1893 MI. Buried in Hadley Community 
Church Cemetery, Hadley, Lapeer MI. F: 8353354 

 
Notes: 
 
Pre-war: 



15 
 

 

 
Michigan Agricultural College graduate 1912  
 
Wartime: 
 
“Port Huron (MI) Times Herald” 11 Feb 1918 p 1 – there were exactly 100 men from MI on Tuscania. 
Ten are still missing, among them Corporal William R. Johnson. 
 
"Lansing (MI) State Journal" 13 Feb 1918 p 1 - MI Agricultural College graduate 1912. The report was 
received today that William is buried in Scotland. His home was in Metamora MI but he spent much 
time in Lansing. His cousin Mrs. A.W. Lester, who is employed at the Arbaugh store, asked the 
newspaper today if it had any word as his family did not know he was on the ship Tuscania until a 
list was published. "His mother is frantic." A wire from the Associated Press had just come into the 
newspaper office, so the employee scanned in & found that W.R. Johnson of Metamora had been 
buried in Scotland. "He's lost," the employee told her in a slow reply. She cried & said maybe it's a 
mistake; let her know if it was wrong. After graduation from MI Agricultural College (MAC), William 
worked for the US Forestry Service, the past 2 years in his home of Metamora. Some of his 
vacations while at MAC were taken in MT. Everyone liked him at college, "one of the pleasantest 
and most agreeable men in the class." In sophomore year, William was on the class baseball team 
& manager. He was in the depot brigade at Camp Custer & transferred to base hospital. Was 
training in Washington D.C. since Dec 1917, promoted to corporal. 
 
“Yale (MI) Expositor” 14 Feb 1918 p 2 – as yet unaccounted for: William R. Johnson, corporal, 
Metamora MI 
 
Post-war: 
 
Namesake of the William Riker Johnson American Legion Post No. 205 in Lansing MI. 
 
Obituary: 
  
Censuses: 
 
1900 Hadley, Lapeer MI 
Charles Johnson, 44 MI, Jan 1856, parents b. NY, married 15 years, farmer 
Jennie E., 35 MI, May 1865, parents b. NY, gave birth to 4 children, 3 are living 
Gilbert B., 13 MI, Aug 1866, at school 
William R., 9 MI, Jun 1890, at school 
Retta S., 8 MI, Nov 1891, at school 
 
1910 Hadley, Lapeer MI – his family but not William – was he at college? 
Charles P. Johnson, 53 MI, parents b. NY, in 1st marriage, married 24 years, farmer, general farm 
Jennie E., 44 MI, parents b. NY, in 1st marriage, gave birth to 4 children, 3 are living 
Gilbert B., 23 MI, laborer, home farm 
Retta L., 18 MI 
John R. Watts, 51 England, hired man [his information as emigrated 1889, alien is written on Retta’s 
line on the form] 
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