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by Valerie van Heest
On November 18, 2008, hundreds of residents
of Rogers City, Michigan, gathered at the high
school gym to remember the local crewmen who
had perished when the freighter Carl D. Bradley
sank fifty years earlier.
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n November 18, 1958, the Carl D. Bradley

plunged beneath Lake Michigan taking thirty-three
men to their deaths and leaving the massive
freighter’s hometown community devastated.
On the fiftieth anniversary of the sinking,
Rogers City remembers its loved ones.
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Lost in the Gales of November
flying sparks as the huge steel deck plates began to
tear apart. In the growing darkness and mayhem he
could make out second mate John Fogelsonger running
toward the stern and leaping over the break. Before his
eyes, his friend disappeared as the Bradley ripped
apart. The next thing Mays recalls was being pitched

ASK VALERIE

Abandon Ship! Abandon Ship! The whistle squawked
seven short blasts then one long blast. It was a signal
twenty-six-year-old deck watchman Frank Mays knew
well, but never expected to hear. Just minutes earlier he
had been having a smoke with Gary Price in the dunnage room, deep in the bow, when they heard a deafening thud. “We
hightailed it out of there to
find out what had happened,” Mays recalls.
“When I reached the
upper deck, I looked aft,
and saw the stern flapping
up and down like a dog’s
tail.” The Carl D.
Bradley’s back had broken and it would be only
a matter of minutes before
water filled the tunnels
and cargo holds of the
639-foot vessel. It was
5:30 P.M. on November
18, 1958.
The Bradley had departed Gary, Indiana, the
day prior running in ballast in building southwest
seas along Lake Michigan’s western shore. It was the ship’s final voyage of
the season to Manitowoc, Wisconsin, where it would
undergo repairs during winter lay-up. The rusting cargo
hold had been due for an $800,000 replacement for
over a year, but its owner, Bradley Transportation Company, a subsidiary of U.S. Steel, pushed the work back
until the end of the season. A radio call from headquarters proved to be the demise of the Bradley. The boat
was needed for an additional stone delivery before layup. Despite reports of gale-force winds and thirty-foot
seas that compelled other freighter captains to take
shelter along Wisconsin’s shore, Captain Roland
Bryan, known as a “heavy weather man,” headed
northeast across the lake from the Door County peninsula toward the Straits of Mackinac and back to Rogers
City. At 5:35 P.M. the Bradley sank twelve miles southwest of Gull Island.
Even today, survivor Mays recalls that horrific night
with clarity. Hunkered down on the life raft just aft of
the pilothouse, he trembled realizing the ship was sinking beneath him. His eyes were drawn aft toward the

Launched in 1927, the 639-foot Carl D. Bradley was one
of the most successful and visible freighters on the Great
Lakes.

into the air, landing in the icy, angry water, and then
struggling onto the raft where he fought to hold on
through the worst night of his life.
By morning, only Mays and first mate Elmer Fleming
were alive. After fifteen bone-numbing hours in the icy
waters the U.S. Coast Guard cutter Sundew rescued
them. All thirty-three of their mates, including Gary Strelecki and Dennis Meredith, who shared the raft for
most of the night, as well as two of Frank’s own
cousins, perished. These men left behind twenty-five
widows and fifty-four fatherless children. Considering
twenty-three of the crew hailed from Rogers City, the
home port of the Bradley, the loss personally affected
nearly everyone in the small community. Fifty years
later, the sinking is still a painful memory.
—Valerie van Heest
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One of two surviving crewmen of the wreck, Frank
Mays (above left in 2008 and below left with his wife
in 1958) clung to a life raft and spent fifteen hours in
rough, icy waters before being rescued by coast
guardsmen.

In 1927, the Carl D. Bradley was launched, joining the
Bradley fleet as the “Queen of the Lakes,” the biggest
and most powerful vessel on the lakes. Bradley only
witnessed his namesake boat in operation for less than
a year before he passed away. The death of this man
who brought industry and prosperity to this remote village saddened the townsfolk, most of whom were employed by him.

creation of steel, the company sent Chicagoan Carl
David Bradley to Rogers City to manage the new stonecrushing plant. Bradley hired 1,200 Polish, German and
Italian immigrants, quadrupling the town’s population
in a few years.
To transport the quarry’s output, Bradley founded the
Bradley Transportation Company and built a fleet of
freighters, all self-unloaders, equipped with conveyor
belts to automate the process of unloading bulk cargo.
36 |

MICHIGAN HISTORY

I

t is biting cold outside on this early evening as darkness closes in. A few latecomers dressed in camouflage gear with bright orange vests, probably just back
from hunting, climb to the top of the bleachers. As several dozen people take their seats on the stage flanking a
worn bronze bell sitting on a cloth-draped pedestal, the
audience begins to quiet. An elderly woman murmurs,
“Imagine those boys in the water on a night like tonight.”
A sturdy, robust man with a square jaw and glasses approaches the podium, clearing his throat nervously.

Divers John Scoles (left) and John Janzen (at right) retrieved the Bradley’s original bell. A new bell, engraved
with the names of all thirty-three men who lost their lives
on the Bradley (above) was placed on the sunken vessel.
Bradley survivor Frank Mays (at right, center) was
aboard the dive boat and lifted the bell into the boat.

“We’re going to get started,” he says, with little fanfare. An
introduction is hardly necessary. Everyone in the gym
knows David Erickson, president and director of the
Great Lakes Lore Museum, the man who organized this
evening’s event.
Erickson was seventeen when the Bradley went
down. He remembers hearing the news of the sinking
while listening to a ham radio at deer camp. Like everyone in Rogers City, he knew many of the crewmen on
the Bradley, including school chums Bennie Schefke
and Dennis Joppich. Although he was shocked when
he later learned they and so many others had died, that
did not stop Erickson from applying for his seaman’s license the following spring. “What else could I do? My
dad worked at the stone quarry, and my brothers
worked on the boats,” he told a television newscaster
earlier in the day.
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At the memorial service, diver John Janzen rang the bell
for Captain Roland Bryan of the Bradley. A veteran seaman, Bryan was single at the time of his death. He lived
in New York, one of only four Bradley crewmembers who
lived outside Michigan.

E

rickson knew job options in Rogers City were limited and college was not a consideration, so he
signed on with the Bradley Transportation Company. Memories of the Bradley’s sinking never worried
him because, after all, it was a freak accident. Like most
sailors, Erickson thought it could never happen again . .
. until it did. In May 1965, while serving as a porter
aboard the Cedarville, Erickson watched as the Norwegian vessel Topdalsfjord loomed out of the fog and collided with his boat as it approached the Mackinac
Bridge. Minutes later, the Cedarville capsized and Erickson was thrown into the icy water. Erickson survived,
but ten of his mates were not so lucky. Just seven years
after the Bradley went down, Rogers City faced another
heartbreaking tragedy, this one leaving ten new widows
and thirty-three fatherless kids.
Erickson never sailed commercially again, but boats
continued to dominate his life. He built model boats,
sailed his own small boats and stayed in touch with his
buddies still working on the Bradley boats. When he retired from his maintenance job, he took over the Great
Lakes Lore Museum whose mission is “Honoring Those
Who Served.” Under Erickson, the museum grew to
more than 380 members. Personal plaques throughout
the museum honor sailors both past and present, as
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well as those who lived and died in four of the most recent Great Lakes sinkings: Bradley, Cedarville, Daniel J.
Morrell and Edmund Fitzgerald.
After opening remarks from Mayor Beach Hall, Erickson announces the start of the bell-ringing portion of
the ceremony. It is 5:35 P.M., the same moment the
Bradley plunged beneath the waves. He invites an
unimposing, youthful-appearing senior citizen to have
the honor of ringing the bell for the first time. Frank
Mays, known to all as the last living survivor of the
Bradley, approaches the bell in reverence.
Mays was born in Rogers City, attended Rogers City
High School, married a woman he met while he was in
the U.S. Navy, moved to Iowa, had three beautiful boys
and returned home to take up a life on the boats—a life
that changed completely during those agonizing fifteen
hours on the raft.
Like Erickson, Mays could not return to sailing after
what he had been through. Yet, life in Rogers City became difficult. Many local residents sympathized with
Frank Mays, knowing that he too was a victim. Others
were angry that Mays had lived, rather than their loved
ones. Around every corner he saw the grieving faces of
his friends and neighbors, and it was too much for him.
Mays took his family and made his way in the world
outside of the Great Lakes. For the most part, he has
carved out a satisfying life of rewarding work, love and
travel. But it is a life shadowed by being a survivor.
A projector displays a large image of crewman John
Fogelsonger, in whose honor Mays will ring the bell.
Most people do not realize that Fogelsonger was the
first man to die that night so long ago. It is fitting he is
remembered first. The audience seems to hold its collective breath as Mays pulls back the clapper and lets
go. The ring is strong and clear and ends the bell’s
fifty-year silence.
No ordinary bell, it had rested atop the pilothouse on
the Bradley since its launch in 1927. In 2004, Erickson
had a special vision for the fiftieth anniversary. With the
permission of U.S. Steel, he set out to bring the Bradley
bell home to Rogers City. Erickson asked John Janzen, a
forty-year-old, tall, wiry chemical engineer and diver
from Minnesota, to accept the challenge. With a passion
for history, Janzen and his dive buddy, John Scoles, a
stocky forty-year-old industrial electrician and fellow
Minnesotan, were more than willing.

For the past fifty years, November 18 has been a day of remembrance in Rogers City. A waterfront memorial honors
local crewmembers who perished in the sinking of both the Bradley and the Cedarville.

The complexities of the task, however, required
nearly two years of planning and preparation. Both experienced and specially trained technical divers had
been to the Bradley, first in 2004, then again in 2005.
They were familiar with conditions at this deep and remote site, where only a few divers have ever ventured
since the boat’s rediscovery in 1995. To safely accomplish such dangerous dives, the divers must breathe a
specially blended gas in which inert helium replaces a
percentage of oxygen and nitrogen to reduce the toxic
and disorienting effect these gases can have under extreme pressure. They wear drysuits with electric heaters
in order to maintain body heat during the three-and-ahalf-hour dive, most of which is spent during the slow
ascent to decompress thereby avoiding the bends, an affliction caused when nitrogen builds up in the joints.
On August 7, 2007, under the lens of a cameraman,
they removed the bell using a flame tube plasma torch in
a complex and dangerous operation. They later replaced
it with a memorial bell engraved with the names of all
thirty-three lost crewmen. Frank Mays was aboard the
dive boat and had the honor of lifting it safely into the

boat. “I never thought I’d see that bell again,” he admitted between wet hugs of congratulations with the divers.
“Being able to provide the bell to the families as a tangible connection to their lost loved ones is the greatest
honor of my life,” Janzen humbly mentioned before the
ceremony. And this evening it is serving its intended purpose. He is given the honor to ring the bell in memory
of Captain Roland Bryan, whose family has not been located. As the ceremony proceeds, the faces of the victims
fill the screen and their eyes speak to the dreams they
had but never realized. Gary Orr rings for his dad, Mel.
Gene Promo rings for his brother, Leo. Tim Horn rings
for his uncle, Paul. Their faces and their graying hair
offer clues to what their loved ones might have looked
like had they had the opportunity to age. Aileen Bauers
rings for her husband, John, and shows how timeless
love is—she never remarried.
For those who know the Kwasczak family, the most
poignant moment is when the “baby” of the family, fiftyyear-old Jo Lynn Zalewski rings for her dad, wheelsman
Joe Kwasczak. This family was traumatized when Joe
died, leaving his thirty-two-year-old wife, Cecelia, and
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Ceclia Krawsiak, wife of Bradley wheelman Joe
Krawsiak, and four of the couple’s six children, appeared in a 1958 Life magazine exposé about the
Bradley’s sinking (left). Above, Cecelia is surrounded by
her children, left to right, Ronald, Jo Lynn, Rose,
Kathryn, Jacinta and Andrea. At the memorial ceremony, the family wore photos of Joe pinned over their
hearts to remember the husband and father who died

Life magazine

at age thirty-five.

six kids (aged two months to eleven years). All who saw
the center spread of the December 1958 issue of Life
magazine cannot forget the agonizingly heartbroken
look on their faces as the country shared their grief.
Rogers City banded together for this family as they did
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for so many, delivering a semi-truck full of gifts at
Christmas that year. Most family members remain in the
town where their pain is remembered. Elsewhere, they
might not be understood. Tonight they are all here to remember. At Cecelia’s side is Louis Dembny, her husband
of forty-seven years and the man her kids call Dad. Although Cecelia has had a fulfilling life, today is an extremely emotional day for her. It is her birthday and she
is reminded of how excited she was fifty years ago in
anticipation of Joe’s return for her celebration. Instead,
her birthday has become a day of mourning.

After the ceremony, families are invited to head over
to the Rogers City Theater just north of the Lore Museum on 3rd Street, where the marquis announces
“World Premier - November Requiem.” This hauntingly
beautiful documentary explores how this small northern community has come to grips with a disaster that
even a half-century later remains vivid in the minds of
those old enough to remember. Produced through a
partnership led by the Presque Isle Library and funded
by the National Endowment of the Arts and the Michigan Council for the Arts and Cultural Affairs, the
brother/sister filmmakers, Brian and Anne Belanger, interview surviving family members, maritime historians,
the dive team and Frank Mays to gather perspective on
this tragedy. If the ceremony did not elicit enough
emotion, the documentary most certainly does. Tears
pour from the eyes of many people exiting the theater.
But they roll down cheeks and over mouths curved
with smiles elicited from knowing that after fifty years,
their loved ones have not been forgotten.
From Harbor View perched just south of Rogers
City, a birds-eye panorama unfolds of the world’s
largest limestone quarry, looking much like a moonscape. In the distant blue waters of Lake Huron, huge
U.S. and Canadian freighters await their next load.
About 500 boatloads are shipped from this busy port
each year, carrying upwards of 30,000 tons of stone
each. Hundreds of millions of tons of limestone have
been extracted from the Port of Calcite since it opened
in 1912, making it the busiest bulk cargo port in Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. Now run by Carmeuse, it continues to employ about 140 people from Rogers City.
Although the plant does not operate boats any longer,
over 200 sailors still live in town.
To this day, many locals repeat a statement attributed to Eleanor, the wife of Bradley wheelsman Moe
Tulgetske. Although originally misquoted by reporters
and today paraphrased, it goes: “The town lives by the
boats and dies by the boats.” Jo Lynn Zalewski, who
was too young to remember her father Joe Krawsczak,
realizes this better than anyone. Today, her husband,
Dave, sails on the Kaye E. Barker. “I never stop worrying about him,” she says at the theater, wiping her
eyes that are swollen as much in sadness over never
knowing her dad as in anxiety for her husband. But
like all the people of Rogers City, once known as “The
Limestone City,” Jo Lynn is as strong as the bedrock
she resides upon. She knows what happened fiftyyears ago and she knows it can happen again. She
also realizes that life must go on. The people of
Rogers City remember the sinking of the Bradley. It is
something they can never forget. mh

Alpena bagpiper John D. Meek closed the memorial ceremony in Rogers City by playing “Amazing Grace,” which
left many attendees in tears.

Underwater explorer, author, artist, exhibit designer and lecturer Valerie van Heest is a two-time winner of Historical Society of Michigan awards for her efforts in preserving
and promoting Michigan’s maritime history and in authoring
a young readers’ book, Icebound! The Adventures of Young
George Sheldon and the SS Michigan. Freelance photojournalist Chris Winters specializes in Great Lakes maritime
subjects. His Centennial: Steaming Through the American
Century (2008) is a vivid record of life aboard the centuryold laker S.S. St. Marys Challenger.
For a more in-depth look at the sinking of the Carl D.
Bradley, visit us online at www.michiganhistorymagazine.com and click on "Broken in Two: The Wreck of the
Carl D. Bradley."
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