THE MILWAUKEE CLIPPER

By Tom Carlson


The Milwaukee Clipper began its career in 1905 (seven years before the launch of the Titanic) as the Juniata, a cruise ship sailing from Buffalo, NY, to Chicago and Duluth.  She continued to ply the Great Lakes until forced into retirement in the late 1930s.  A disastrous fire on a similar ship of wooden superstructure, the Morro Castle, had caused the Coast Guard to ban the Juniata from U.S. waters.


In the spring of 1940 the McKee brothers bought the ship for the Wisconsin – Michigan Steamship Company.  She was completely rebuilt in the Manitowoc shipyard.  The result was an all steel vessel measuring 361 feet long, 45 feet wide, with a draught of 18 feet and gross tonnage of 4272.  She cruised at 18 mph.


The McKee brothers timing was good.  A year later the Manitowoc shipyard would be converted to war work, building submarines for the navy.


On June 3, 1941 the newly named S.S. Milwaukee Clipper made her maiden voyage to Chicago.  Since she was launched in Wisconsin, the ship was christened with a bottle of milk instead of champagne.  The Clipper was designed to carry 900 passengers and 120 automobiles, with a crew of 105.  


One of the early passengers was journalist Ernie Pyle.  Reportedly Pyle was so impressed with the appearance of the ship he declared it “a boat of the future, and is so streamlined I’m surprised they ever get it stopped.”


The initial fare was $3.00 one-way, or $5.50 round trip with stopover.  Transporting an auto cost $4.50 and $7.50 for round trip.  The Clipper made the lake crossing in six hours, sailing from the Mart Dock.


During the Milwaukee Clipper’s almost 30 years of service she had few problems.  Her only serious accident occurred in 1960 when she crashed into the Milwaukee breakwater during dense fog, causing slight injuries to 14 people and requiring two weeks of repairs.  Only three captains piloted the ship:  Allen Hoxie (1941 – 1953), Clarence “Barney” Van Dongen (1953 – 1960), and Robert Preifer (1960 – 1970).   The Clipper carried an average of 112,000 passengers a year, making two round trips daily during the summer months.


In 1962 there were plans to replace the Clipper with the larger and faster Aquarama.  But those plans fell through when the city of Milwaukee wouldn’t agree to dredge its dock area to accommodate the larger vessel.  The Clipper was given a $50,000 face-lift and put back in service.


In 1970 stringent new Coast Guard regulations forced the Milwaukee Clipper into retirement.  The boat sat idle in Muskegon until 1978 when it was hauled to Milwaukee, and later Chicago’s Navy Pier to become a banquet facility.  The venture met with limited success and the ship was moved to Hammond, IN, 1n 1980.  Plans were considered to turn it into a bed and breakfast or a gambling casino.  None of thee ideas worked out.


In 1996 Jim Plant head up a local group to save the Clipper from the scrap yard.  A year later the ship was purchased for $1 from the Hammond Port Authority.  On December 3, of 1997, hundreds along the channel wall cheered as a tug pulled the 75-year-old vessel into Muskegon harbor.  It was berthed at the foot of McCracken Street, the former Grand Truck ferry docks.


A preservation society was organized and funds and volunteers were solicited.  Total restoration was estimated at one million dollars.  But no major donors could be found however.  Restoration proceeded at a slow pace and in the year 2000 the ship was opened for tours.  About 4000 visited the Clipper that year bringing in $18,000 in revue.


Presently plans are in place to move the Clipper to a berth near the Hartshorn Marina in 2005.  It’s hoped once the ship has a permanent site federal grants can be obtained for full restoration and the construction of a visitors’ center. Plans are also pending to make the Clipper into a floating convention center. The ship has been designated as a National Historic Landmark.  

