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LEISURE TURNED DEADLY


“And this terrifying enemy surfaced, as such enemies often do, in the seemingly most innocent, and unlikely, of places.”

—Little Shop of Horrors



On August 6, 1899, what was to be a routine run for the Mount Desert Ferry boat Sappho turned into a deadly melee. Inexplicably, a gang plank gave way, sending two-hundred people tumbling into the cold waters of the harbor.

End-over-end, they knocked against, grabbed at, and were tangled up with one another as they fell fifteen feet into chilly waters. Arms and legs flailed helplessly; hands frantically grasped for any means of salvation. The air was filled with the chaotic chorus of shrieks, cries, and panicked splashing.

The would-be passengers of the Mount Desert Ferry were trapped, penned in on all sides by the pilings of the dock and the boat. Many of the men, women, and children were unable to swim, and quickly tired themselves with their feverish exertions. They clung to one another as they waited for a rescue that might never come. Many more continued their thrashings, or hysterically grabbed ahold of adjacent bodies in futile attempts to use them as life preservers, or climbed atop them as if they were buoys (in the process, ultimately dooming both due to the combined weight).

Before long, many slipped below the surface and drowned—having been injured or knocked unconscious during the fall, having exhausted themselves in their frenzy for survival, or having been dragged or yanked underwater by fellow hapless victims. Seventeen men, women, and children ultimately perished.

The would-be passengers were members of an excursion party from Bangor and other points on the Maine Central Railroad line, which operated its Bar Harbor Express Train—known by the colloquialism of the time as a “crack-train” due to its speed—northwards from New York City and Boston. Notably, the fleet of the Northeast Atlantic Squadron—fresh off a victory in the Spanish American War—was visiting Bar Harbor, where parades, picnics, and other festivities had been planned.

As was practice, guests and luggage detrained and queued up to board the local ferry steamer for the short trip to their summer destination. The Sappho (named for a female lyrical poet of Ancient Greece) was docked, as per usual, at Ferry Point in Hancock, about eight miles across the bay from Bar Harbor. The 275-ton, 140-foot-long boat and dock were connected by a wooden boarding ramp equipped with a series of chains and counterweights that could shift with the tide and currents—thus aligning them no matter the conditions.

That Sunday morning, no doubt in pleasant company and eagerly anticipating their leisure time, passengers began gathering on the gangplank to board the ferry. Rumors had circulated that the Sappho was too small to accommodate everyone, so many of the passengers had rushed there. Too late, ferry officials realized that they were too many people to accommodate in one trip. Soon, the slip was crammed with people, and was slanting downwards at a roughly twenty-five-degree angle.


Then, all of a sudden, there was a very loud crack—as sound described by some witnesses “as if from a cannon”—and the structure collapsed.

Dumped into waters that, no matter the time of year, are characteristically frigid, the passengers struggled and flailed for several minutes, “while more than a hundred excursionists above on the deck looked on, stupefied, and failing at first to realize the enormity of the tragedy they were witnessing,” as reported by the New York Times.

Understandably, “a mass panic ensued,” as the victims were shut in on all sides and had no avenue of escape. Rescue was delayed due to this circumstance, as well, as it was impossible to navigate into the area with small boats. Ropes and life preservers were thrown down, and many people were pulled out of the water “with great difficulty” by sheer man (and woman) power. Several of those tugged free were unconscious and near death.

The steamer Cymbria, also owned by the Maine Central Railroad, was quickly dispatched from Bar Harbor, four doctors aboard. Survivors needing immediate medical attention were taken to Hotel Bluffs nearby, where doctors had set up emergency facilities.

The less fortunate ones, however, were taken to the freight house at the dock, which was used as a temporary morgue. The identified bodies were then removed by families and friends. By noontime, twenty bodies had been assembled there, including three that had died after being pulled from the water. This made for an “appalling death toll,” the Times lamented, and an impaneled jury performed an inquest, although it is unclear what the results were or whether any charges were filed.

In any case, the disaster involving the Mount Desert Ferry remains one of the greatest losses of civilian life in Maine maritime history.

Sometimes—oftentimes—it is when we least expect it that tragedy strikes us broadside. Such was the case for those unsuspecting ferry-riders on that August morning of 1899—and those about the Don forty years later. The pleasure craft and its more than three dozen excursion-ists simply disappeared in the waters of Casco Bay in the summer of 1941, and the mystery of its fate (and whereabouts) still bewilders all these decades later.


The Don: A Confounding Casualty of Casco Bay

It was to be a laid-back excursion to Monhegan Island, where a community clambake welcoming more than three dozen people had been organized by Albert Melanson of the Rumford Falls Trust Company. The journey to the island from Dyer’s Cove in East Harpswell was set to depart at 7 a.m. on Sunday, June 29, 1941. The revelers were to be carried the twenty-three miles—an over-water trip of about two hours and forty-five minutes—aboard the 44-foot cabin cruiser the Don.

Perhaps a bad omen from the start, unspecified delays postponed the trip for two-and-a-half hours. Nevertheless, spirits were high as friends and family members assembled at the cove, many after attending church together in Rumford. Melanson had held a clambake on the island the previous summer, and he wrote to Captain Paul Johnson that “the gang” had all enjoyed the cruise and had talked about it all winter long. Many attending this year’s repeat rendezvous were employees of the Oxford Paper Mill in Rumford, and there were several family groups—including the Melansons; he brought along his brother and his two teenage sons. Johnson also looked forward to the cruise; he liked the party and enjoyed their fun-loving company.

With the tide low, a rowboat ferried passengers back and forth to the leisure craft, where they situated themselves in either the cabin or the top deck. Roughly three-dozen passengers, including Johnson, were aboard. Finally, at 9:30, the Don headed out of the cove. Joseph Bernier, who partnered with Johnson to take out fishing and sailing parties, watched as it departed, and recalled seeing a young woman tossing a beach ball on its deck.

The ship headed out six miles across the bay channel, soon landing near Cape Small at West Point. Many disembarked, as was custom, to stretch their legs and peruse the shelves of Reed’s General Store. This included Johnson, who purchased potatoes and onions to make a chowder aboard. Passengers, meanwhile, purchased candy, ice cream, refreshments, and postcards that they immediately mailed.

These proved foreboding—jinxing, even—following the tragedy.

While twenty-year-old Beatrice Roach wrote innocently enough to her mother that she was “Feeling fine, not seasick. But there is still 30 more miles to go,” her fellow passenger Leila Sanders sent a postcard to Mrs. Daniel Wight stating, “No casualties yet!”

Curiously, in a letter to Captain Johnson dated June 19, Melanson also made the hexing jest that, “One of the mermaids has made a bet with me that we couldn’t reach Monhegan. Hope I don’t lose out. Don’t forget the water this trip. So barring a hurricane or an all-day pouring rain, we’ll be there. So shiver my timbers till next Sunday, Your Pop-eyed mate.”

Whatever cruel fate had in store for the Don, though, she continued on her way at least from this point in her journey—re-loaded with her passengers, she headed out the channel toward Monhegan. From there, she passed by Seguin Island Light, where she was spotted by second assistant keeper Maxwell A. Deshon, and was last seen by witnesses around 11:20 a.m. about a quarter-mile from Tom’s Rocks (a shoal between Seguin and Boothbay Harbor).

And then she disappeared.

As the day progressed, the fair weather gave way to increased fog, thick haze, and heavy swells. As these conditions worsened and darkness began to fall, the family members of those aboard grew concerned. Some of them gathered at the cove, standing by cars whose owners would never return to claim them. Alice Dyer’s home soon became an unofficial headquarters for family and friends.

By late Sunday night, with the ship still not showing up on the horizon, local fishermen and others began searching the fog-shrouded waters of Casco Bay. That search continued Monday in almost zero visibility due to continued haze.
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THE USS EAGLE 56

A STEALTH ENEMY VICTORY


“Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night, and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt.”

—Sun Tzu



Completely covert, moving undetected and silent beneath the waves, the submarine closed in.

Its enemy blissfully unaware of its presence, the U-Boat set its sights. And fired.

The hit was direct, and fatal. The target, the U.S. Navy vessel USS Eagle 56, was immediately ripped in half. Within minutes, it sank. Nearly all of its crew were killed.

Its task completed, the German submarine U-853—a giant, silent beast of man’s making—promptly disappeared back into the icy, black depths from whence it came.

On April 23, 1945, the Eagle 56, a training ship engaged in routine duties in Portland Harbor, was struck and destroyed by the U-853, a German U-Boat that for weeks had clandestinely prowled the waters off the east coast. Resulting in forty-nine deaths, it was the greatest loss of life in any incident in New England waters during World War II.

Yet the full truth of the tragedy would not be revealed for more than fifty years—making it, ultimately and perhaps unwittingly, an ever more decisive enemy victory. What’s more, despite numerous efforts to locate it, the fallen ship would remain vexingly hidden below the Atlantic until its discovery by recreational divers in June 2018.


Deceptive Depths

The Eagle 56 was of a class of Navy vessels developed during World War I; they were patrol craft made to be compact and maneuverable. Built by the Ford Motor Company under the direction of the legendary Henry Ford himself, the 200-foot-long, steel-hulled ships were named after an editorial in the Washington Post that called for “an eagle to scour the seas and pounce upon and destroy every German submarine.” The first of the sixty Eagle ships was launched in July 1918, just four months to the day before the signing of the November 11 armistice that ended the war.

Due to the timing and the fact that they were square-built slow and therefore not good sub-chasers, none of the ships saw action in World War II. Most were transferred to the U.S. Coast Guard, others became aircraft tenders, and eight of them were used in service in World War II, humankind’s bloodiest, most horrific, battle against itself.

For her part, the Eagle 56 (the fifth-to-the-last in the Eagle series) launched on August 15, 1919, on the Detroit River. She was used as a Naval Reserve training ship for the majority of her career, notably for sonar operations and in the development of antisubmarine torpedoes. She was involved in two rescues during the early years of World War II, including that of the USS Jacob Jones off Cape May, New Jersey, which was torpedoed in February 1942 by the German submarine U-578.

The Eagle 56 arrived to her final port, the Naval Air Station Brunswick, on June 28, 1944, mere weeks after many thousands of allied troops had stormed and gained the blood-stained beaches of Normandy. Portland and its environs were busy throughout the war, with many tens of thousands of locals employed at prolific shipyards.

Captained by Lieutenant Commander James G. Early, the Eagle 56’;s primary job was to tow a target float into, and out of, the waters of Cape Elizabeth. This target was used for practice by navy and marine bomber pilots, many of whom had seen action in both the Pacific and North American theaters.

Due to the timing and circumstances, Maine’s waters were considered a relatively safe haven. Earlier in the raging conflict, German U-boats were well-known to be roaming waters up and down the Atlantic coast—between January and August 1942, for instance, they had sunk more than 600 American military and merchant vessels in a time that German commanders grotesquely referred to as the “Great American Turkey Shoot.” The U.S. military had been slow to respond to these attacks, and many witnesses later reported that they were issued gag orders.

But thanks to stepped-up military production, success in breaking German codes, widespread military blackouts, convoy missions, and allied successes throughout Europe, the threat of attack was minimal.

Or so it was incorrectly, fatally, perceived.

Thus enters the U-853. Commanded by twenty-four-year-old Helmut Frömsdorf, and with a crew of fifty-five men, the submarine slipped undetected into the Gulf of Maine in 1945. At first, it had been identified and tracked in Washington, D.C., but such tracking grew difficult—then petered out—as the sub sent and received fewer communications amidst increasing Germans losses in Europe.

It was with this enemy ship lurking that the Eagle 56 headed out on the morning of Monday, April 23, its crew of sixty-two officers and seamen performing their regular, routine duty of towing the target buoy out beyond Cape Elizabeth.

A little past noon, the U-853 drew within 600 yards of the patrol vessel as it sat three miles offshore. It was an easy mark, and Frömsdorf readily took the opportunity. In short order, the sub fired a torpedo that ripped into the Eagle 56 on her starboard side.


With a rending explosion, the ship broke in two. The resulting geyser of water was said to be two-hundred feet high, and purportedly could be seen from as far as Portland Head Light. The shock of the impact was also plainly heard from miles away.

All the men on the bridge and nearly all the men below deck in the bow section were killed, most likely instantaneously. Those who could save themselves did, leaping into waves made turbulent by the explosion and the resultant suction from the rapidly-sinking Eagle 56. Engineering officer John Scagnelli was the only man who escaped the bow section alive. He was knocked from the bunk in his cabin and suffered a deep scalp wound, recalling later that, “I was thrown just as if someone had picked me up and tossed me.”

He and a handful of other survivors tread water or held fast to debris such as target buoys, barrels and food cases, watching helplessly, and with horror, as the bow sank below the surface with their fellow crew-members inside. As they struggled to comprehend what had happened, several of these survivors recalled seeing the dark shape of a submarine tower rising out of the sea, then disappearing out of sight. It bore the insignia of a yellow shield with a red horse, which the German crew had painted on the U-853 when they nicknamed her der Seiltänzer, or “the Tightrope Walker.”

Twenty minutes after the blast, and with the besieged vessel all but consumed by the sea, crew members from the destroyer USS Selfridge began pulling the now hypothermic men out of the water. However, two more were inadvertently killed when the Selfridge started its engines in response to sharp sonar echoes—strong indication that a U-Boat was in the vicinity.

Of the sixty-two-man crew, only thirteen escaped; the U-853 attack had succeeded in killing forty-nine men.

Still, it was the aftermath of the tragedy that some considered even more troublesome.

When initially notified of the deaths, families of the victims were given scant details—most were told simply that the men had been lost at sea.


Meanwhile, a U.S. Navy court of inquiry quickly convened on April 26, and pronounced its findings six days later. Despite testimony from victims and witnesses, Judge Advocate Norman Kaufmann stated that, “the only plausible conclusion … is that the explosion in this case was in the boiler. There was no fire, smoke, flame, or flying debris such as would have been present had the ship been torpedoed.”

Furthermore, nothing about the explosion appeared in newspapers until May 9—more than two weeks later—due to the wartime censorship in effect. The stories that then ran reiterated the court of inquiry’s assertion that the sinking was the result of a boiler explosion.

Meanwhile, as all of this was happening, the U-853 got her due: Early in the evening of May 5, the sub fired a torpedo at the SS Black Point as the cargo ship was cruising along the Rhode Island coast to Boston with a hold full of 8,000 tons of coal. This attack came despite orders that very day by German head of state Karl Donitz that all

U-Boats cease offensive operations and return to their bases. The torpedo blast blew off the stern of the 368-foot vessel, sinking her within fifteen minutes and killing twelve men aboard (she was crewed with forty-one merchant seamen and five armed guards). The Black Point was the last U.S.-flagged merchant ship lost in World War II.

Quickly, ten American ships descended, and a “hunter-killer” group of four warships gave chase during an intense, sixteen-hour attack. As the submarine alternately attempted to flee and hide by lying still, the “hunter-killers” bombarded the enemy vessel with rocket bombs, depth charges and “hedgehogs” (forward-throwing anti-submarine weapons) that finally broke through the U-Boat’s hull. Her demise was confirmed when dispatchers spotted her badly-damaged hulk sunken to the ocean floor, filled with dead bodies. The wreck still lies there today, and is an active dive site—albeit a treacherous one. Today it is marked with signs warning: “DANGER—Unexploded depth charge May 1945.”

In the weeks, months, and years following the attack on the Eagle 56, conjecture and conspiracy theories abounded. Most believed that local navy officials were embarrassed that an enemy ship had penetrated so close to Portland’s harbor, and didn’t want the public to know that U-boats were still operating in New England waters—and perhaps even more so, feared court-martialing for losing a ship so close to shore when Germany was on the verge of surrender.

Even so, the court of inquiry’s findings remained the official conclusion of record.

That was until more than a half-century later in 1998. This was when Massachusetts lawyer Paul Lawton took an interest in, and began investigating, the strange circumstances surrounding the Eagle 56’;s sinking. An amateur historian with a strong interest in German U-Boats—and an innate strength in research—he requested the official records from the U.S. Navy but was informed that they were “presumed lost.” In 1999, with assistance from retired navy captain Edward J. Melanson, these “lost” records were obtained. At this point, his dogged interest in the case gained the interest of then South Boston state representative Joseph Moakley.

In 2000, at Lawton’s, Melanson’s, and Moakley’s insistence, the Naval Historical Center agreed to reexamine the case. A few months later, archivist Bernard Cavalcante determined that the Eagle 56 had been sunk “by enemy action,” and she recommended that the survivors be awarded Purple Heart medals. In late 2001, the Secretary of the Navy concurred, and a year later, in a ceremony aboard the USS Salem in southeastern Massachusetts, these distinctive medals were given out. Most were awarded posthumously to relatives, finally relieved to know the true nature of their loss.

And there, it would seem, the story bears its conclusion.

However, its dramatic denouement unspools ever further.

In June 2019, the wreck of the Eagle 56 was reported found—nearly five miles offshore from Cape Elizabeth, three-hundred feet below the waves. Its watery resting place, never before seen by human eyes and unperturbed for more than seventy years, was discovered by a civilian team of divers following years of painstaking research.

Technical diver Ryan King described his first encounter with the site: Hundreds of feet down, in frigid, forty-degree waters with visibility less than five feet, suddenly, “out of the gloom, comes this giant wall of steel,” he told the Maine Public Broadcasting Network (MPBN). “It was absolutely awe-inspiring.”

King and his Nomad Exploration Team executed the exhaustive search along with Garry Kozak, a commercial diver and expert in the use of side-scan sonar, and documentary filmmaker Kirk Wolfinger. Throughout their scrutiny of Portland waters, they applied sonar technology and a magnetometer—which measures magnetic forces—scoured topography scans and GPS coordinates, and studied and developed all manner of charts, maps, weather, and historical data.

Beyond the inherent pitfalls and challenges due to the ocean’s vast, turbulent, concealing nature, the Eagle 56 proved so perplexing a find because of its depth at 300 feet, the area’s confusing, irregular topography, as well as the fact that it had been split in half upon impact—those two segments now sit about 350 feet apart on the ocean floor. Likewise, because the Atlantic is littered with debris—and so much of it iron—“it was like looking for a needle in a haystack full of needles,” Wolfinger told MPBN.

After definitively identifying the wreck themselves, the search team sought—and quickly received—official agreement from the Navy that it was, indeed, the remains of the Eagle 56. Over the ensuing weeks and months, they returned to the site fifteen to twenty times, according to King, and thus chronicled the momentous discovery and survey of the wreckage for the Smithsonian documentary, The Hunt for Eagle 56, which Wolfinger produced and directed. During those dives, they captured footage of the two sprawling remnants of the hull, including artifacts such as depth charges and an intact, sixteen-foot deck-mounted gun.

Most notable, though, was their location of the downed ship’s boilers—which were fully intact, ultimately providing definitive proof that they were not the culprit in the Eagle 56’;s sinking.

Now considered a war grave, the wreck site is federally protected. Even so, as Wolfinger notes, it has vast and valuable implications for history, anthropology, and forensics (potentially providing further insight into how and why ships sink), not to mention even more specialized areas of study such as dendrochronology (the analysis of tree rings and wood).

“This is time, frozen,” said Wolfinger. “Whatever happened when this ship went down, it’s all right here.”

So they say, the truth always eventually presents itself—even if it takes persistent time and patience, not to mention some coaxing of the reluctant, cloaking embrace of the sea.




A Concrete Ship?

Another unusual—yet not quite so enduringly irksome—story of a military ship’s demise in Maine waters is that of the SS Polias.

Much like the Eagle 56, she was built in the waning months of World War I as part of a pilot project approved by President Woodrow Wilson. The unique endeavor called for the building of twenty-four ships from concrete.

While it might seem a foolhardy proposition, the U.S. was dealing with a critical lack of merchant cargo vessels—during World War I, the country’s merchant fleet ranked a mere twentieth in the world—at the same time that steel was becoming in short supply (and thus ever-more expensive). Wilson received intelligence that concrete ships were more economically and structurally sound, requiring one-third of the steel as that of an ordinary steamship.

Ultimately, only twelve of the ships were constructed, the Polias being the first, and one of the prototypes—although she was not launched until a month after the war closed, in December 1918. Crafted of a mixture of cement, sand and gravel, her shell averaged five inches in thickness, and when fully reinforced, decked and fitted, the 267-foot vessel weighed 2,564 gross tons.

In short time, the concrete fleet proved heavy and uneconomical; on average, they were a whopping 39 percent heavier, and carried 5 percent less cargo. One-time Polias crewmember Barney Burnett, for example, recalled “how stiff” the concrete ship was. “She never rose to the sea, but just plowed through it rigidly,” he said. “She was a war emergency vessel that I felt was dangerous.”

Indeed, the ship (named after the ancient Greek goddess associated with wisdom, warfare, and handicraft) was only in service for less than a year-and-a-half, until the combination of a great New England gale and her heavy bulk permanently stranded her off the Maine coast.

Captained by Richard T. Coughlan, she was used to shuttle coal from Virginia to midcoast paper mills.

It was on this regular trek that, on February 2, 1920, she ran into intense, raging weather off the coast of Port Clyde.

The winter at the turn of the decade—1919 into 1920—has been described as one of the most severe of the twentieth century. Due to benumbing cold and record snowfall, some harbors and their entrances were completely iced over, coastal shipping lanes were clogged with ice floes, and drifts in coastal cities such as Portland reached second-story windows. As a result, maritime activity was restricted, and Coast Guard cutters and steam tugs worked side-by-side to clear ice-choked waterways. With lines down for extended periods nearly everywhere, communication was sparse and difficult.

The Polias, sailing on just her fifth voyage with a crew of thirty-eight aboard, had begun the southward trek from Searsport to Norfolk. The weather conditions were the worst Captain Coughlan had ever seen; it was fiercely cold, the seas were fervent, and unpredictable snow squalls blotted out visibility, including the lighthouse beams of Two Bush Island, Whitehead, and Monhegan Island. Many channel buoys had also been sheathed in ice and were difficult to locate.

As she proceeded down West Penobscot Bay around 6 p.m., the Polias suddenly ground her hull along the northern end of Old Cilley Ledge, about five miles south of Port Clyde. After the jarring, grating impact, she was stuck securely on the rocky outcropping, not budged even by the boisterous sea.

With her forward section caved in and water flowing freely into the bowels of the ship, the captain stopped her engines, ordered a distress call, and prepared her lifeboats. Still, he cautioned his men that none should attempt to board the dories until he gave assent.

Adding continued insult to her predicament, the Polias had stranded at low water—so as the evening progressed, the tide drew in with the darkness, frothy seas sending up imposing waves. All these conditions pushed the ship firmer in place, and increasingly “unnatural sounds” rose from deep within her.

Learning of her predicament, the U.S. Coast Guard cutter Acushnet, at Rockland Harbor employed in ice-cutting efforts, set off around 11 p.m. for what would prove a plodding, arduous journey amidst ongoing snow squalls and impediments of ice barges.

Meanwhile, Gustave Kairath, a Polias crewmember from Brooklyn, had had enough. Disobeying Captain Coughlan, he led a group of eleven to one of the 35-foot metal boats. As they hastily loaded in and dropped into the wild seas, Kairath yelled back to men remaining on deck to join him and save themselves. The infuriated captain responded that they would only die trying to navigate in a small dory in this furor of weather.

But fearing for their lives—and perhaps also the consequences of their mutinous behavior, should they climb back aboard the menaced ship—they pulled away into the impenetrable, stormy night, and were never seen again.

Meanwhile, Captain Lauriat of the Acushnet had made progress and approached nearly three-quarters of a mile to the southeast, anchored in twenty fathoms (120 feet). Rescue boats made their way, avoiding the sharp edges of drifting ice shards, and, during a two-hour ordeal, the remaining twenty-seven members of the Polias slid down into the dories or managed to lower their own lifeboats into the choppy sea.

And in the weeks, months, and even years that followed, the Polias remained lodged in place, continually disintegrating as her remains were jostled and pummeled by the Atlantic. Salvagers were eventually able to dismantle some of her fixtures, but her hull lingered, withering away until it was an unrecognizable, brine-smeared, kelp-clung hulk. Today, she rests in about thirty feet of water off Port Clyde, an active dive site and a unique remnant of military history.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
SHIPWRECKS

AND MARITIME DISASTERS
S ——

MAINE COAST






