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CHAPTER 1

Schooners:
THE HEARTLAND SAILS INTO THE INDUSTRIAL AGE

The American Civil War was still fresh in the minds of Americans when the two-masted scow-schooner Rockaway was launched on November 13, 1866, at Oswego, New York. Built in the Chandler, Alford & Co. shipyard, she began a commercial career in the lumber trade that was to span twenty-five years. She was large for her type, with an overall length (LOA) of 111’, a 24’ beam, and drawing a mere 6½’. The Oswego Commercial Advertiser and Times described her as “staunch and trim … sliding gracefully down the ways and out into her native element.”

After the War of 1812 ended, shipyards along the shores of the Great Lakes were busy building wooden vessels until the 1880s. Almost every town supported one or more yards buzzing with activity, providing significant employment opportunities as new settlements grew. Farmers sold abundant hardwood stands to the yards, which assisted them in making land payments. In the winter, they hauled timber to the shipyards with their horses.

Schooners working on the Great Lakes during this period were the eighteen-wheelers of their time. The opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 spurred their proliferation and evolution, in turn expanding commerce. The Midwest was heavily forested. Roads, where they existed, were unpaved, and railroads were years from reaching any location beyond the most populated cities. Covered wagons—a westward expansion icon—played a significant role in winning the Midwest. Still, the Great Lakes schooners, with their speed and enormous carrying capacity, were keys to the region’s development.

Many of these schooners had a yard on the foremast to fly a loose-footed square sail called a “course,” and a triangular topsail above it called a “raffee.” Although pure square-rigged vessels also sailed the Great Lakes, schooners rigged with fore-and-aft sails far outnumbered them. The latter were easier to handle, better sailing to windward in confined waters, carried smaller crews, and had booms that could be shifted to facilitate loading and unloading cargo.

There were also barks (or barques) and barkentines (or barquentines) working on the Great Lakes. These three-masted vessels were often loosely referred to as schooners. On barks, however, the foremast and sometimes their main masts carried square sails. Barkentine foremasts carried square sails, while the main and mizzen masts had fore-and-aft rigs. Barkentines were proportionally long and narrow, allowing them to navigate the canals. There were also two-masted, square-rigged brigs and brigantines on the Lakes but in significantly fewer numbers than schooners.

The bark American Union—186.48’ LOA, with a 33.16’ beam and a 13.14’ depth—was launched at Ira Lafrinier’s shipyard in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1862. Underway, she would have been a stunning sight with her clipper bow adorned with a figure-head, a square stern, massive spars, and the sails on her three masts filled with a sea breeze.

Built a year into the Civil War, American Union was technically a barkentine. Frequently laden with grain, she sailed for thirty-three years on the Great Lakes. Celebrated for her speed between ports, she was stranded by a squall off Presque Isle, Michigan, on May 6, 1894, and wrecked two weeks later by another more significant storm before being salvaged.

By the 1820s, the demand for these shoal-draft, centerboard schooners and barks, built to navigate shallow waters and the sandbars that lie at the mouths of lakeside rivers, had caused a great number of port towns to spring into being. Manistee,
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Michigan, is a prime example. In less than thirty years, Manistee experienced a meteoric rise from little more than three lumber camps at the mouth of a river to becoming a major shipbuilding center and port of trade, following only Chicago and Milwaukee in importance.

The Great Lakes were vast highways on which manufactured goods, such as tools, clothing, rope, and farm implements, were shipped in from points east in return for local commodities, including iron ore, coal, stone, lumber, fence posts, shingles, produce, and grain.

During the 1980s, maritime historian Kenneth R. Pott launched an archaeological study of the Rockaway’s remains in Lake Michigan. Rockaway was one of the largest scow-schooners to sail the Great Lakes. Her story is, perhaps, the most complete of any Great Lakes schooner on record. While her bones have long fallen to the bottom of Lake Michigan, she speaks volumes for the fleets that served the development of the midwestern region of the United States.


[image: The schooner George J. Boyce, flying a triangular “raffee” sail on her foremast, had an LOA of 136’10", and a beam of 30’. From 1882 to 1900, she sailed primarily between Manitowoc, Wisconsin, and Grand Haven, Michigan. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]
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Three types of schooners sailed the Great Lakes: the scow, the canaller, and the traditionally designed hull. Falling between these was the “mosquito,” a diminutive amalgam often considered by captains of the larger sailing vessels and steamers to be a nuisance.


SCOW-SCHOONERS

The scow-schooner was a primary variation of the schooner used in large numbers on the Great Lakes. These vessels had flat bottoms and hard bilges, though many had traditional bluff schooner bows and carried either two or three masts. Scow-schooners ran the gamut from rough or plain-looking vessels to those with more refined lines and finishes. Some carried bowsprits. The 1885 edition of the List of Merchant Vessels of the United States stated that “The distinctive line between the scow and the regular-built [traditional design] schooner … would seem to be determined by the shape of the bilge, the scow having in all cases the angular bilge instead of the curved (futtock) bilge of the ordinary vessel.”

There are no known photographs of Rockaway. However, photographs of a similar-looking vessel (though not a true sister ship), the Helen, endure. Originally built in 1874 in Milwaukee and named Ulster, she was slightly smaller than Rockaway. Renamed Helen in 1881, she had an LOA of 90’, a 23’ beam, and a 7’ draft. The schooner, which foundered off Muskegon, Michigan, on November 18, 1886, was discovered in September 2002. Unfortunately, little more is known of her short life history.

Rockaway was at the pinnacle of scow-schooner design. Although, as we shall see, her premature loss in 1891 was a blow to her owners, she became a priceless window into the past when she was discovered on September 29, 1983, after the Captain Nichols, a charter fishing boat based in South Haven, Michigan, snagged her anchor on the wreck. In addition to significant sections of the vessel’s hull, a wide range of artifacts was discovered, including a pile of chain, hand tools, fastenings, rigging gear, nautical items, and the ship’s wheel. Ken Pott championed the project,
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believing the site could “provide information about life aboard a late-19th-century Great Lakes scow-schooner … for which the historical record was limited in detailed information.”

For five seasons, Pott and his team dove on the wreck site sixty-five feet below Lake Michigan’s surface, collecting measurements, taking photographs, and generally gathering pertinent information about the nineteenth-century vessel. All the while, the team took extreme care not to disturb the integrity of the wreck and the surrounding site.

Brower A. Morgan was the lead shipwright for Chandler, Alford & Co., who oversaw Rockaway’s construction. As a young man, Morgan had gone to work in Oswego shipyards. By the time her keel was laid, Morgan was forty-two years old, and a designer as well as a master carpenter. He continued in his trade in Oswego shipyards for nearly another forty years.

The day after her launching on November 14, 1866, this big scow-schooner sailed for Shannonville, Ontario, where she collected a load of cedar and four barrels of herring and returned to Oswego. Over the next quarter-century, she performed yeoman service for her owners, carrying various cargoes. “The ship’s sailing qualities were complemented by a length, beam, and depth ratio which afforded a significant carrying volume, above and below decks, for low density bulk cargoes,” said Pott.

On November 16, 1891, Rockaway sailed with a crew of six from Ludington, Michigan, bound for Benton Harbor on the state’s southwestern shore, heavily laden above and below decks with two hundred thousand board feet of green lumber. By all accounts, this was to be her final passage of the season before being put up for the coming winter. Captain Ole Thompson—a Norwegian immigrant and a one-quarter owner of the vessel—was in command. By afternoon, a day later, Rockaway had completed nearly three-quarters of the 130-mile voyage when westerly winds rapidly reached gale-force intensity, creating high seas.

“A vain attempt to work toward the west shore resulted in the [ship’s] main canvas being ‘blown to shreds’ and the loss of the fore-boom and gaff sails,” wrote Pott in 2001 (The Wreck of the Rockaway: The Historical Archaeology of a Great Lakes Schooner). “It was not long before high winds and freezing temperatures rendered most of the ship’s rigging unusable as well.” That evening, with the vessel adrift northwest of South Haven, Captain Thompson ordered the main anchor to be lowered.

Early the following morning, a surfman on duty at the South Haven Life Saving Station spotted Rockaway and her crew and notified the station’s captain, John H. McKenzie. Around 6:30 a.m., the station’s lifeboat was launched and headed northwest for Rockaway. “Arriving at the vessel we found the crew in pitiable condition,” wrote McKenzie in his report. “The Mate, the Captain’s son, had his hand badly frozen … and could not help himself at all. The Captain Ole Thompson and one of the crew could scarcely move … and it was all we could do to keep those three awake on the passage home.” At the life-saving station, the crew ate a warm breakfast, and the mate was attended by a local physician.

On November 19, the steam-tug L. S. Paine, the schooner Daisy, and the life-saving crew sailed out to Rockaway, planning to take her in tow. Unfortunately, arriving on the





[image: The scow-schooner W. R. Hanna, carrying a cargo of stones, was wrecked off Kelley’s Island in Lake Erie in 1886. This archaeological site plan, drawn by Michigan maritime historian C. Patrick Labadie in 1998, illustrated the vessel’s position on the lake’s bottom. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]









CANAL SCHOONERS





[image: The canal schooner Cornelia B. Windiate departing Milwaukee, 1875, by Robert McGreevy (watercolor 20 × 30 inches, courtesy of Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary). © ROBERT MCGREEVY]





[image: The canal schooner Henry Fitzhugh, seen resting in drydock, was launched in Oswego, New York, in 1886. After decades of sailing the Great Lakes, she was relegated to work as a schooner-barge until the 1920s. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]
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[image: Like other “canallers,” St. Louis was designed to navigate the Welland Canal. Her lines show the standardized shape of the design, whose goals were to fit within the canal and to provide massive cargo-carrying capability. This shape proved well suited for transformation into barge work—the lot of many of the canallers in their later years. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]








THE MOSQUITO FLEET





[image: The Lettie May—47’ LOA, with a 14’ beam and 7’ depth—was typical of the small schooners plying the Great Lakes. Built at Fort Howard (Green Bay) in 1874, she sailed in the mosquito fleet on Lake Michigan until she was wrecked on October 4, 1905. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]
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[image: Captain George Jepson, shown in this circa 1880s studio portrait in Manistee, Michigan, was like most schooner masters on Lake Michigan, a businessman first and a sailor second. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION]









[image: There are no known photographs of the schooner Mamie Jepson. However, the schooner Active—68’ LOA, with a 17’ beam and 5’ depth—had lines similar to those of Mamie Jepson. Active was built in Sheboygan, Wisconsin, in 1869 in the Olsen Brothers shipyard. This photo appears to show the vessel beached near the Charlevoix, Michigan, South Pier Lighthouse on Lake Michigan. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]









THE LAST COMMERCIAL SCHOONERS



[image: Our Son as she appeared in her later years. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]














[image: Freighter William Nelson. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL
MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]
















STEAMERS AND BARGES



[image: The steam-barge Colin Campbell carries a cargo of railroad ties, circa 1895. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION]
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[image: ABOVE: Howard Chapelle, who took these lines of William Bates’s centerboard “Clipper”-type schooner, Challenge, noted her as being the first distinctive Great Lakes schooner type. He also remarked on the ease at which she could attain 13 knots. LEFT: The Great Lakes schooner Challenge, moored in Sheboygan (Wisconsin) Harbor, was launched in 1852 at Manitowoc and sailed until she was wrecked in 1910. COURTESY OF THUNDER BAY NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY, C. PATRICK LABADIE COLLECTION.]















[image: The steamer New Orleans, shown off Thunder Bay Island, 1849 (oil on canvas 15 × 25 inches, courtesy of the Thunder Bay Marine Sanctuary). The vessel was built on the hull of the steamer Vermillion, which burned to the waterline at Huron, Ohio, on November 7, 1842. The hull was towed to Detroit, where New Orleans was built in 1844 by B. Goodsell. The three-decked steamer had a 185’4" LOA, with a 26’6" beam and a 12’10" draft. © ROBERT MCGREEVY]






Afterword

The years spent researching and writing the original WoodenBoat articles and, more recently, adding to them for Sailing the Sweetwater Seas, rekindled treasured memories dating back to my formative years on Lake Superior enthralled with the long-ships, or “ore boats,” passing through Marquette. The Big Lake—Gitche Gumee—immortalized by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in “The Song of Hiawatha” and, later, by Gordon Lightfoot with his ballad, “Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald,” seduced me long ago.

As a young boy in Marquette, I often sat in McCarty’s Cove on summer days, spellbound by Superior’s many moods. It was a stone’s throw from my grandparents’ home. The waves were sometimes angry and stormy, other times gently breaking on the sugar-sand beach beside the iconic lighthouse, which dates back to 1866, replacing the first light that became operational in 1853 but quickly deteriorated.

These were the years immediately after World War II. There was no television yet in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula due, we were told, to the iron ore ranges affecting signals. So, to entertain myself, I read comic books, listened to adventure programs on the radio, and spent as much time as possible at Marquette’s Lower Harbor. My grandfather, George Henderson Jepson, moored his 42’ vintage wooden motor yacht, Lady Isabel—built in 1907 in Manitowoc, Wisconsin—at Max Reynolds’s Lake Superior Yacht Yard. Reynolds, a retired millionaire who had made his fortune in the powder industry during World War I, built his private yard with a boathouse, carpenter shop, and marine railway to service his sleek, black 52’, two-masted schooner Yankee Girl.

I often tagged along with Gramp to the boatyard. Each spring, he worked on the Lady Isabel, warmed by a charcoal stove in the Upper Peninsula’s typically cold climate. His cheek frequently bulged with a chaw of tobacco, or he had an unlit cigar stub clamped between his teeth. In summers, the boat was moored in the harbor just off the yard. Cruising or fishing for lake trout with our family on Lake Superior, with its deep blue hues on sunny days, was a delight.

After we moved to Lower Michigan in 1951, I spent summer vacations with my grandparents in Marquette. I learned to row in the harbor. And after he built a cabin cruiser called Idleour, replacing Lady Isabel, I had stints at the helm. Boats were my passion. The first fall away from Marquette, my second-grade teacher caught me staring out the window and asked what was on my mind. “My grandfather’s boat,” I sheepishly replied. She smiled and suggested I pay attention to our penmanship lesson as we worked with lined paper that had wooden slivers embedded in it and wrote with chunky wooden pencils.

Decades later, the scent of fresh wood shavings and a crackling fire in Reynolds’s carpenter shop, where the “old-timers” chewed, smoked, and swapped stories, conjure up vivid memories. Lady Isabel and Yankee Girl were my first crushes. Happily, the Lady Isabel, fully restored to its 1940s appearance, is permanently on display at the Wisconsin Maritime Museum near her birthplace in Manitowoc over a century ago. She is the oldest known boat built by H. B. Burger.


[image:  This photo shows my grandfather, George Henderson Jepson (left), and my father, George Lewis Jepson, aboard the Lady Isabel in 1946. Father and son chartered the boat for deep-sea fishing parties on Lake Superior after Dad returned from the South Pacific and duty aboard US Army Air Force crash boats during World War II. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION]
This photo shows my grandfather, George Henderson Jepson (left), and my father, George Lewis Jepson, aboard the Lady Isabel in 1946. Father and son chartered the boat for deep-sea fishing parties on Lake Superior after Dad returned from the South Pacific and duty aboard US Army Air Force crash boats during World War II. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION



Across Marquette’s Lower Harbor, a massive ore dock rose beside a wharf where commercial fish tugs moored when they weren’t out on the lake. Ore boats loaded taconite pellets on both sides of the dock. And periodically, the luxury passenger steamship South American— 314’ in length, with a 47’ beam and drawing 18’—stopped at Marquette during cruises on Lake Superior. As a result, the harbor was generally abuzz with activity.


[image:  David G. Syren, my maternal grandfather, was the senior engineer on the LS&I railroad. As a lad, I was thrilled to watch him moving railroad cars filled with taconite to load ore boats on the Presque Isle Dock in Marquette, carrying on a process that had begun a century earlier in the first iron ore port on the Great Lakes. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION]
David G. Syren, my maternal grandfather, was the senior engineer on the LS&I railroad. As a lad, I was thrilled to watch him moving railroad cars filled with taconite to load ore boats on the Presque Isle Dock in Marquette, carrying on a process that had begun a century earlier in the first iron ore port on the Great Lakes. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION



The ore dock on the Upper Harbor—also known as the Presque Isle Dock—was one of my favorite places because my maternal grandfather, David Syren, was the senior engineer for the LS&I Railroad. He had immigrated to America from Sweden in 1914, arriving in New York aboard the liner Lusitania a year before a German U-boat torpedoed and sunk her in the Irish Sea. So watching him, with his traditional pin-striped engineer’s cap, at the controls of a steam locomotive, pushing cars carrying taconite out onto the ore dock to load ships, was always a thrill.

At the time, I was oblivious to our family’s deeper Great Lakes maritime history, which dates back to the previous century. And then, on a late summer morning in 1953, with warm showers drifting in off Lake Michigan, our family, including my dad’s parents, were in Charlevoix on Michigan’s northwest coast. As we slowly wandered down Michigan Avenue, fronting the harbor, Gramps glanced in an antiques shop window and saw a large, framed photograph of the steamer Hum. Minutes later, he emerged from the shop with the picture under his arm. Listening to the adults discuss the photo, I yearned to learn more about the steamer and, more specifically, about Gramp’s life. But sadly, he died unexpectedly soon after, and our lives changed. By then, living in Lower Michigan, where Dad had a new position as a chemical engineer, other interests intervened. So, as the years passed, those joyous days in Marquette and thoughts of the Hum were pleasant but distant memories—until I queried Matt Murphy about the schooner article.


[image:  This photo of the Jepson steamer Hum, with him barely visible in the pilothouse, was discovered by George Henderson Jepson, in a Charlevoix, Michigan, shop in the early 1950s. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION]
This photo of the Jepson steamer Hum, with him barely visible in the pilothouse, was discovered by George Henderson Jepson, in a Charlevoix, Michigan, shop in the early 1950s. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION



At about the same time, I was researching our family genealogy and discovered that the Jepsons had immigrated from England, but not in a conventional way. It turned out that my great-great-grandfather, Joseph Jepson, had arrived in Upper Canada (part of modern-day Ontario) in 1843 with Queen Victoria’s 82nd Regiment of Foot (Prince of Wales’s Volunteers) after serving at Gibraltar and the West Indies. While stationed at Penetanguishene, a small community on Lake Huron’s Georgian Bay, he married Eliza Henderson and started a family. In the early 1850s, separated from the British army, the Jepsons, likely traveling by steamer, immigrated to Green Bay, Wisconsin. By 1860, the family had grown to five children, including my great-grandfather, George, who had been born in 1851. In October 1861, Joseph marched off with the Wisconsin 12th Infantry during the Civil War, never to return. Sadly, he died from illness in July 1863 and was buried at Benton Barracks in St. Louis, Missouri. A decade later, George, in his early twenties, had moved to Chicago and sailed in the schooner trade on Lake Michigan like many immigrants from his generation. At the same time, his brother, Joseph, served as a porter aboard passenger steamers.

By the early 1880s, George—after that known as Captain Jepson—skippered his own schooner, the 67’, two-masted Mamie Jepson, sailing from Manistee on Michigan’s northwest shore. Later in the decade, Captain Jepson had transitioned from schooners to steamers, founding the East Jordan and Charlevoix Line. It was late in my grandfather’s life when I learned that he—known then as young George—had captained the Hum until 1917, after his father’s untimely death in 1905. And during the 1940s, my father, George Lewis Jepson, was licensed to “operate and navigate motorboats carrying passengers for hire” on the Great Lakes.

So, the sweetwater seas run through our family. In the beginning, as I researched and wrote the original articles for WoodenBoat, I relied on my years around the Great Lakes for starting points. And as Sailing the Sweetwater Seas came together, I mined newly available digitized newspaper articles about contemporary events, bringing them alive as they happened. In those days, telegrams from various points around the Lakes sent to publications like The Inter Ocean in Chicago and local newspapers kept readers informed of the whereabouts of various vessels and, sadly, disasters.

The Chicago Daily Tribune report on October 8, 1884, about Mamie Jepson, caught in a storm on Lake Michigan, rekindled a personal memory of a similar experience nearly a century later. In the summer of 1975, with three others, I crewed aboard a 30’ sloop sailing south on Lake Michigan from Charlevoix to Holland on Michigan’s western shore. It was a voyage I would never forget. The lake is particularly dangerous when storms strike from northerly directions, allowing them to sweep the open body of water.

Clearing the Charlevoix South Pier Lighthouse in the early evening, we skirted Grand Traverse Bay and rounded Cat Head Point as the sun set across the lake in Wisconsin. Down the coast, we overnighted in Leland and sailed farther south to Pentwater the following day. At Pentwater, a front moved into the region, weathering us in for two days. Clay Sherman, a fellow crewman, and I spent several hours in a cafe near the harbor, shooting pool to the strains of America’s “Sister Golden Hair” repeatedly playing on the jukebox.

Believing the latest forecast that the worst was over, we sailed again two mornings later, hoping to make Holland in one run. But, as we tacked south out of Pentwater, the sloop beat into a southerly, kicking up the waters in the dangerous, shoaled Manitou Passage, making life aboard uncomfortable. By mid-afternoon, the sky turned a dirty, yellowish pea green after tacking farther into the lake, and the winds steadily increased to 30 miles per hour. Then, suddenly, we heard a loud cracking sound, and the boom swung wildly, breaking loose from the mast. The gooseneck fitting had failed.

So we dropped the mainsail. Motoring was an option, but we made minimal headway in the seas, building to twenty feet. The jib (or foresail) was left flying to help stabilize the boat’s motion. As darkness approached, the seas towered over us. The boat crested one wave after another and rapidly slid down into the trough. Our greatest fear was broaching or turning sideways, which would have been disastrous. Gratefully, the wind began to moderate by midnight, and we were sledding southward with a somewhat easier motion. Finally, at about 4:00 a.m., the South Pierhead Lighthouse at Muskegon appeared off our port bow. In short order, we dropped the jib and motored past the light between the piers into Muskegon Lake’s calm waters and anchored. We were all exhausted and relieved that our twenty-hour ordeal was over. Although that fateful day occurred over forty years ago, I can still feel the boat’s movement and Lake Michigan’s immense power.

So, as I approached the articles for WoodenBoat, these memories all played a part as I learned about the mariners who braved the sweetwater seas aboard wooden boats and ships designed and built by local shipwrights on their shores. Along the way, discovering more of our family’s history on the Great Lakes was an unexpected gift. 
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