












Straits of Mackinac, and a new and elegant 
ship, the "Vacationland," recently began op­
erations on these waters. 

Toronto, too, has its ferry boats. In the 
summer of 1953 a resident of that city took it 
upon himself to put the excursion steamer 
"Cayuga" back into operation on Lake On­
tario. He formed a corporation and sold stock 
at five dollars a share. Then he issued cer­
tificates elevating each stockholder to the 
high office of admiral of the ship. Undoubt­
edly the "Cayuga" will have a record number 
of admirals, but the stunt saved it from the 
scrap pile and it is now being readied to 
sail once more. 

Excursion steamers are still operating on 
the lakes only in the vicinities of Buffalo, 
New York; Detroit, Michigan; and Hamilton, 
Ontario. The "Canadiana" runs between Buf­
falo and Erie Beach, Ontario, and the city of 
Hamilton operates the "Lady Hamflton" in 
the excursion trade there. Detroit has its two 
Bob-Lo excursion boats, the "Columbia" and 
the "Ste. Claffe," but recently that city lost 
the passenger steamer "Put-in-Bay," which 
was intentionally burned and dismantled. 
For the lake enthusiast, it is a sad sight in­
deed to see the ships of the Detroit and 

Cleveland Navigation Company's fleet lying 
idle along the shores of the Detroit River. 
What is to become of this fleet is anyone's 
guess, but as the days go by it appears prob­
able that the ships will never sail again and 
that the colorful and romantic days of Great 
Lakes passenger boats have slipped away 
forever. 

OF THE BUILDING of new and larger lake 
freighters, however, there seems to be no 
end. Immediately after World War II, some 
dozen or more were built to carry bulk cargo. 
Because they were larger than anything pre­
viously built and sailed on the lakes, sailors 
appropriately called them "super-dupers." 

One of the most modern freighters on the 
lakes is the "Wilfred Sykes." When it was 
launched before hundreds of invited guests 
and interested spectators at Lorain, Ohio, on 
June 28, 1949, it was the largest ship on the 
Great Lakes — 678 feet long overall, with a 
seventy-foot beam. It is reported to have cost 
its owners, the Inland Steel Company, over 
five million dollars. It can run sixteen and a 
half miles per hour loaded, and seventeen 
and a half light. This speed enables the ship 
to make forty-four round trips a year be-
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tweeii the Head of the Lakes and Indiana 
Harbor, Indiana, while the average for the 
fleet as a whole is only thirty-four trips. It 
was the first lake ship built to burn oil, and 
its steam turbine engines are capable of de­
veloping seven thousand horsepower. At the 
time of its launching, the next most powerful 
lake vessel could develop only forty-five hun­
dred horsepower. 

The "Sykes" propeller is eighteen and a 
half feet in diameter with four blades, each 
weighing more than three tons. Its ballast 
tanks can hold 12,310 tons of water, more 
than the average lake vessel's total cargo ca­
pacity. It is fitted with all the newest safety 
devices, including a network of watertight 
side tanks and collision bulkheads. 

Living quarters on the ship are extremely 
comfortable. All licensed officers have pri­
vate staterooms and baths. Crew members 
are quartered two men to a room with bath. 
Four guest staterooms and a lounge will ac­
commodate eight visitors. All living and 
working space on the ship is air conditioned. 
There are two recreation rooms, and laundry 
rooms with automatic washers and driers. 
The galley has complete electrical equip­
ment — dishwasher, garbage grinders, re­
frigerators, frozen food lockers, and similar 
conveniences. 

When it was launched, the "Wilfred 
Sykes" was twenty-nine feet longer and three 
feet wider than any other ship on the lakes. 
At full draft it could haul 21,700 tons, while 
the average freighter hauls only 11,000 tons. 
Constructed with an eye to the future, its 
draft fully loaded is too deep for present 
channels and it does better carrying 20,000 
tons. 

Since 1949, almost every shipping line on 
the lakes has launched a vessel that compares 
favorably with the "Sykes." The honor of be­
ing the longest ship on the inland seas passed 
quickly, and at present the "Joseph H. 
Thompson" of the Hanna fleet, which is over 
seven hundred feet long, claims that distinc­
tion. 

Giant carriers like these are difficult to 
handle in the harbors and in the twisting 

rivers leading to many Great Lakes docks. 
There they rely upon the services of the 
doughty tug, a useful little ship, that has 
flourished throughout the transition from 
sail to steam. Even these small craft, how­
ever, have recently taken on a new look. Yes­
terday's tug puffed heavy clouds of black 
smoke and white steam as it struggled to get 
a freighter into a channel or up to a dock. 
Today the heavy smoke and the steam are 
gone, but the tug is many times more power­
ful than before. The Diesel engine has turned 
the trick. 

Not a great many years lay between the 
windjammer and the Diesel-engined giant 
lake freighter of today, but those years have 
seen technological advances that have led 
to greater efficiency in many phases of Great 
Lakes shipping. The struggle for something 
better — larger and faster freighters, deeper 
channels, and faster loading and unloading 
docks — has never stopped. It goes on almost 
frantically, although sometimes world condi­
tions step in and slow things down for a time. 
The depression of the 1930s, for example, 
held the big ships in their berths for several 
years. I recall one ship sailing duruig that 
period with five captains aboard, four of 
them servuig in lesser positions than their 
papers warranted. But iron ore is king of 
Great Lakes tonnage, and since steel is of 
prime importance in the nation's economy, 
shipping always recovers and bounds quick­
ly ahead. 

In recent years the demand for iron ore 
has been tremendous. Lake freighters hurry 
up and down the shipping lanes establishing 
new records ffi the movement of this valu­
able resource. Old records are shattered al­
most every month of the shipping season, 
and when the figures for 1953 are complete, 
they may reach almost a hundred million 
tons. And it afl began a scant century ago 
with the shipment of six humble barrels of 
red ore! 

THE PICTURES with this article are, with one ex­
ception, from the coflection of the St. Louis County 
Historical Society, Duluth. That on page 14 is a 
McKenzie Photo furnished by the author. 
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