


    THREE MUSKEGON SHIPWRECKS

                                                         By Tom Carlson


Muskegon, role as a prominent Great Lakes port, has seen its share of shipwrecks over the years.  Three of the best known are the City of Muskegon, the Henry Cort, and the Waukesha.

Wreck of the Muskegon   (Note: the following description and quotes were taken from local newspaper accounts.)  At 4:20 in the morning of October 28, 1919, the wooden side-wheel steamer, City of Muskegon, tried to make its way into the Muskegon channel during a powerful storm.  Huge waves slammed the ship into the south pier and in less than 10 minutes the Muskegon was battered to pieces.  Fifteen of the 37 passengers lost their lives in the disaster, along with seven of the crew.


Many more may have drowned if not for the efforts of Coast Guardsman, R. J. Jahnborsky, on watch at the Life Saving Station at the time.  “I saw the boat coming towards the piers,” he said.  “There was a gale but the ship seemed to be making good headway.  It came alongside the piers and was caught by the undertow and struck.  I sounded the whistles and the Life Savers were out within two minutes.  By that time, however, the boat was being pounded to kindling.”


The lights on the ship went out, probably as water filled the engine room.  “I had my flashlight in my pocket and by using that many of the passengers were able to get off,” continued Jahnborsky.  “It was so dark we couldn’t see and my flashlight was the only aid these people had.  I threw my light so people could jump, but I could not throw it everywhere.”


The crew told stories of tragedy and narrow escapes.  The ship’s chief engineer tried to save his mother, a passenger on board.  At the alarm he rushed to her cabin but found the door jammed.  He went for an axe but then the ship tossed and he could not make his way back to the cabin.  Another of the ship’s officers clung to the pilot house as it floated away.  The Coast Guard later rescued him.


A coal shoveler told of his ordeal.  “I was in the hold when the crash came and a stream of water a foot in diameter poured in.  I shot up the ladder in record time.  My partner followed.  We were no more out than the whole place down there was full of water.  We were lucky, that’s all I can say.”


The ship’s captain, Edward Miller, was understandably despondent after the sinking.  “They probably will want to send me to hell,” he said.  “I stayed on the deck until it was going to pieces.  In fact it was being washed away under me.  Then I jumped to the pier.”


When daylight came, masses of wood and debris choked the channel, with trunks, cases of food, tobacco, and all manner of produce dotting the wreckage.  Hundreds of people on the piers fished with sticks and pike poles to catch some of the more valuable items.  Flotsam littered the Lake Michigan beach as well.

Wreck of the Henry Cort   (Note: the following description was taken from local newspaper accounts.)  The whaleback freighter, Henry Cort, was a familiar sight in Muskegon.  The 315-foot vessel often brought loads of ore and pig iron for the Campbell, Wyant and Cannon foundry.

On November 30, 1934, The Henry Cort embarked on its last voyage of the season and encountered gale force winds.  The ship tried to make its way into Muskegon harbor when a strong gust sent the vessel crashing into the end of the north breakwater.  A small Coast Guard vessel ventured out from the Muskegon Life Saving Station, but overturned in the dangerous seas, causing the death of Coast Guardsman Jack Dipert.  They decided to halt rescue attempts until daylight.


The next morning at 7:30, the Henry Cort remained afloat at the end of the breakwater, though listing at 45 degrees.  Coast Guardsmen made their way along the north breakwater until they reached the beleaguered ship.  There they rigged up a line to haul the men from the ship to the end of the breakwater, a distance of about 30 feet.


Once the 24 crewmen got off the ship, Coast Guardsmen roped them together in groups of eight like mountain climbers.  The men struggled along the half-mile length of the breakwater, often with waves crashing over them.  At regular intervals one or more slipped down to the water, only to be pulled back by their comrades.  A large crowd lining the south channel pier watched breathlessly as the crawling line worked its way toward the shore.

The soaked men finally reached the sandy beach.  Helpful bystanders offered draughts of hot coffee.  Then began the trek of over a mile to Scenic Highway, where trucks waited to hurry the men to the State Park.  There they received dry clothes, warm blankets, and a rest.  Only a couple of the older sailors needed hospitalization.
Wreck of the Waukesha   (Note: the following description was taken from an account in the Muskegon Weekly Chronicle.)  On the evening of November 6, 1896, the three-masted schooner Waukesha, captained by Duncan Corbett, left the Ludington harbor bound for Chicago.  The ship carried 600 tons of salt and 25 barrels of apples. Almost as soon as she got under way, the Waukesha began leaking and it became necessary to start the pumps.   


By sundown, the 32-year-old schooner reached Muskegon and anchored directly opposite the harbor entrance about a mile out.  Despite high seas and strong winds, the Waukesha did not seem to be in trouble at that time.  According to Captain H. J. Woods of the Muskegon Life Saving Station, she did not roll much and displayed no signals of distress.


Around midnight, the Life Saving Station sent a man out to patrol the beach.  He returned an hour and a half later and reported finding wreckage and apples.   Capt. Woods assembled several of the life saving crew and the party walked south along the beach.  They found the wreckage reported earlier and also the bodies of two men, apparently sailors, both dead.


When it became light, the life savers saw wreckage where the ship had been the night before.  A lifeboat headed for the wreck, though no one believed there would be survivors.  As the boat drew near, the life savers spotted a man straddling a mast.  They got him aboard, took him to shore, and revived him with warm clothes and stimulants.


The survivor, Frank Dolach, told a strange tale.  He claimed the ship’s captain and the mate had been drinking.  When Dolach went below he found a great deal of water in the hold and more coming in.  He asked the captain to signal the shore for help but the captain refused, saying the life saving crew would not come out until morning.


Dolach and another sailor decided to take matters into their own hands.  They broke the starboard anchor tackle, hoping the ship would drift into the beach.  The anchor chains on the port side, however, proved to be too much for them.


As the ship sank lower in the water, waves crashed over her deck and the Waukesha began to break up.  The captain and crew put on live preservers and all headed for the main mast.  For some time four of the men: the captain, the mate, an Irish sailor and Dolach clung to the mast.  During the night the captain and mate washed away.  About an hour before daylight, the Irish sailor also succumbed to the waves and cold.


Six sailors lost their lives in the Waukesha wreck.  A coroner’s jury brought in a verdict of accidental drowning in all cases, attaching blame to no one.  Several hundred people visited the Lake Michigan beach during the next several days and carried off pieces of the wreckage for souvenirs.

