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Foreword

The stories of shipwrecks have fascinated readers throughout the world for generations. Many stories written include those that have occurred on the Great Lakes where there are over 6000 shipwrecks. Lake Superior alone accounts for over 500 with the loss of over 30,000 sailors. One of the most iconic is the wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald in 1975 with the loss of its entire crew. Its legend will live on in the annals of maritime history.

I was asked by Larry Jorgensen to write the forward for his new book, Shipwrecked and Rescued: Cars and Crew. This newly published book revisits the story of the City of Bangor which occurred in November 1926. It was one of the most photographed shipwrecks around the Keweenaw Peninsula in Lake Superior. The City of Bangor contained a cargo of new 1927 model Chryslers and some Whippets destined for an auto dealership in Duluth, Minnesota. There was no loss of life but the crew suffered the freezing cold and snow causing frostbite as they were marooned on its shoreline for several days. By a miracle they were rescued by the U.S. Coast Guard who were in the process of rescuing the crew of another ship, the Thomas Maytham that went aground at Point Isabelle.

Due to the Bangor’s position, aground in the shallow waters and lateness of the season, the salvage of the cargo of cars became a monumental task during the winter of 1926 – 1927. The cars eventually were shipped back to the Chrysler factory for refurbishing and redistributed to dealers for sale. The hull would not be salvaged until the early 1940s along with another shipwreck the Altadoc. This ship went aground within a half mile of the Bangor in 1928. Metal was needed for the war effort during WWII and this led to a major effort by the salvage company.

A number of previous authors included a chapter written about the shipwreck, but most contained just the storyline. Larry Jorgensen has researched the various libraries and archival collections of maritime history. Having access to modern technology, he has been able to extend his research into the personal collections of descendants. This new wealth of information has allowed him to write an updated and more comprehensive book about the shipwreck with numerous photographs.

Being a trustee with the Keweenaw County Historical Society, I had the opportunity to meet Larry and assist him with his project. It has been said time and time again, “a picture is worth a thousand words”. Larry has accomplished that with his new book Shipwrecked and Rescued: Cars and Crew.

2022

Mark F Rowe

Keweenaw County Historical Society

Trustee
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Introduction

History has recorded many thousands of shipwrecks on the Great Lakes. However the wreck of the City of Bangor is like no other. It was not just the loss of another large steamer, it is an almost unbelievable story of the rescue of the ship’s crew and cargo.

The City of Bangor was transporting 248 new automobiles from Detroit when a severe November storm on Lake Superior caused it to crash. It was tossed onto a reef off upper Michigan’s northern-most point, the Keweenaw peninsula.

With that crash, the Bangor’s sailing days on the Great Lakes came to an end as the ship was declared a total loss. But it was just the beginning for a three-month saga of an amazing rescue and recovery, and for a salvage operation eighteen years later, and finally for a part of the shipwreck story which remains on display at a lighthouse museum.

The 1926 shipwreck, while seldom mentioned in Great Lakes shipwreck stories or on shipwreck maps, remains an often recalled memory for many in the Keweenaw. People throughout the peninsula became an important part of the story as they responded to difficult challenges created by the disaster.

It has been said living in Michigan’s upper peninsula creates survivors who are “the bravest, toughest and most friendly folks you’ll ever meet.”

It was those people who helped create one of the most amazing shipwreck stories ever told.
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The “Ontario”



Chapter 1

STEAMBOATS AND CARS

Steam powered ships arrived on the Great Lakes one hundred years before the new and booming Detroit auto industry discovered the value that the ships could provide in delivering their new cars to anxiously awaiting customers.

The first two steamers, the Frontenac and the Ontario, were built in Canada in 1816. A group of New York businessmen financed the building of the Ontario, which they believed would be a successful venture on the Great Lakes, as another steam powered boat had been traveling the Hudson River and other waters since 1807. The Canadian built boats were designed to carry both freight and passengers.

The first U.S. built Great Lakes steamer was launched in 1818 in Buffalo, New York, and was called the Walk-On-The Water. The side paddlewheel ship was 132-feet long and provided 100 passenger cabins, a dining room, a baggage room and smoking room. The ship’s unusual name was said to have come from the way it appeared when first viewed by native Americans.

All three of the first Great Lakes steamers were designs from Robert Fulton, who was credited with developing the world’s first successful steamboat.

The ships grew in size throughout the 19th century responding to navigational improvements and new marine engineering developments.

Those first ships were paddlewheel driven, but by 1840 screw-driven propellers were introduced.
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“Walk-On-The-Water” paddlewheel ship



Use of the steamers continued to grow so that by 1927 there were over 750 ships serving the ports of the Great Lakes, which is the world’s largest fresh water area comprised of over 95,000 square miles. Lake Superior is the largest of the lakes with over 31,000 square miles and a maximum depth of 1,180 feet.
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Shipwrecks on Lake Superior, according to historians, number over six-thousand. However, others say it’s difficult to track the wrecks and the total could well be several thousand more. The National Weather Service has documented the month of November on Lake Superior as being the worst time for frequent severe storms, noting that waves can build higher there than on any other Great Lake.

The shipwreck of the City Of Bangor is not just another Lake Superior November tragedy. It is unlike any other in the long history of Great Lakes shipping. It is a near impossible rescue of men and cargo. It’s an amazing story during winter’s coldest months which involved communities throughout Michigan’s northernmost peninsula.
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Bay County Historical Society



Chapter 2

THE “CITY OF BANGOR”

The City of Bangor was built in 1896 at Wheeler & Company Shipyards located on the Saginaw River in West Bay City, Michigan. The shipyard was started by Captain Frank W. Wheeler and the City of Bangor was the 113th ship to be constructed there. The shipyard was closed in 1908 after having built a total of 626 ships during thirty-two years of operation.
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