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Introduction 
For some 80 years, steamers plied the rough waters of Okanagan 

Lake. It had started with T. D. Shorts Uttle "Mary Victoria Greenhow" and 

slowly developed over time to the sturdy "SS Sicamous". The ships brought 

in the first fruit trees, and took the men away to fight in a war far away from 

home. They delivered fruit, mail and passengers up and down the lake 

gradually making the valley prosper into what it is today. Through it all they 

survived until the late thirties, where progress brought about their demise. 

Now only one remains, the steadfast ''SS Sicamous", her proud form still 

pointing to the lake she once served, and one day may serve again. 
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West Bank to Kelowna Ferry service 



The " Mary Victoria Greenhow" 

This tiny and unsea worthy tub was built and owned by the 

resourceful Captain T.D. Shorts. The boat was 32 feet long by 5 feet wide, 

and was powered by a small coal/oil-burning engine. It had a capacity for 

five tons of freight. On her maiden voyage she was fully laden, and on her 

way to Penticton, Captain Shorts found his little craft had developed a huge 

appetite for fuel. For Captain Shorts to continue his trip he was forced to 

borrow lamp oil from farmers along the way, so in his wake he left a steady 

path of darkened houses. When the "Mary Victoria Greenhow" arrived in 

Penticton she was received with a 21-gun salute in which shotguns had to be 

used. Unfortunately the little ship later caught fire off of Okanagan Mission 

and was virtually destroyed. Thus ended the career of the first Okanagan 

steamer. 



SS Jubilee 

After Captain Shorts failure with the "Mary Victoria Greenhow" he 

decided to have another go at his new found enterprise. With his partner, 

John Hamilton, they built the small yet dainty Clinker built steamer, the 

"Jubilee". She measured 30 feet long by 8 feet wide and was powered by the 

same engine as the "Mary Victoria Greenhow". The engine had been 

salvaged from the burned out hulk with only a minor change, she now 

bumed wood. Captain Shorts was proud of his new boat and he was doing so 

well that he had excess freight, and had to build a new storage shed. 

Unfortunately for Captain Shorts, bad luck caught up with him and the little 

steamer got caught in the ice during winter, then quickly sank in spring. 

"SS City of Vernon" 

Although Captain Shorts had very little success with his two previous 

boats, he decided to try his luck once again with his newest steamer "City of 

Vernon". This little ship was used to keep service on the lake moving while 

he and Tom Ellis built another steamer, the "Penticton". Captain Shorts did 

not want to spend much money on the "City of Vemon" so they salvaged the 

engine from the ice bound "Jubilee" before she sank, and placed it in the 

new ship. When the "Penticton" was finished, the "City of Vernon" was sold 

and renamed the "Mudhen" because she spent more time on the bottom of 

the lake than on top. 



"SS Redstar" 

The "Redstar" was a small steamer that plied the river between 

Sicamous and Enderby. She was 53 feet long by 9 feet wide and was owned 

by Alexander Dow and Allen Gilles. In 1891 the tiny ship was sold to the 

Lequime Bros, who used the ship for a tugboat. Later W.B. Couson who in 

turn sold it to a man named Hultman bought it. He took it to Nelson and 

installed a new boiler, and sold it to a man who renamed it "Okanagan". The 

ship was again sold and was renamed "Lucy", then sold again and renamed ^ 

"Redstar". Later the machinery was removed and the hull beached. 



"SS Penticton" 

The "Penticton" was the first steamer to ply the lake that actually had 

passenger accommodations, however sparse they were. This ship was 70 feet 

long by 16 feet wide and had been built by McAlpine and Allen of 

Vancouver. The machinery was from the Doty Engine Co. and owned by 

Captain Shorts and Tom Ellis who paid for the ship with donations from Mr. 

Ellis and the money from the selling of Captain Shorts ranch. The ship was 

later sold to the Lequime Bros., who used it as a tugboat for their sawmill 

business until 1905, when she was beached, dismantled and the remains 

bumed. 



"SS Wanderer" 

The "Wanderer" was a small steamer that was used for towing logs, 
hauling dynamite and wheat. Although no dimensions could be found, the 

deckhouse was from the hulk of the "Penticton" and the machinery was from 
the "City of Vernon" 

"SS Greenwood" 

Very little is known about this small privately owned freighter except 
that she burned up in Okanagan Falls. 

"SS Fairview" 

The "Fairview" was a small privately owned steamer used as a 
freighter on both Okanagan and Skaha lakes. She was 55 feet long by 15 feet 

wide, and burned up at Okanagan landing while her crew was enjoying a 
drink at a local hotel. 

"SS Violet" 

No information could be found on the "Violet", except that the 
deckhouse was from the "Penticton" and the machinery was from the "City 

of Vernon" and that she met her end rotting on a beach. 



"SS Kelowna" 

The "Kelowna" was a small privately owned steamer that was used as 

a tugboat for the Kelowna Sawmill. The ship was 78 feet long by 18 feet 

wide and was owned David Lloyd-Jones. The sawmill used the ship until 

1911 when it was sold to S.C. Smith and dismantled in Penticton. 





"SSYork" 

The "York" was a small workboat and freighter that plied both 

Okanagan and Skaha lakes. One of her main jobs was to guiding barges up 

and down the lakes while other tasks included working as a tugboat for the 

larger steamers, carrying freight and passengers. She met her fate on Skaha 

Lake where she was grounded near Skaha lake wharf, stripped and left to 

O rot. 



"SS Kaleden'' 

In 1910, the "Kaleden" was launched to serve Shake Lake as a passenger 

and freight steamer. But to get there, she had to make a 12-mile run through 

the Okanagan River. The ship was 94 feet long by 18 feet wide, which made 

the problem of navigating the river much more difficult. The "Kaleden" 

soon started her trip down the newly dredged river. Confident of success, but 

it tumed out that the ship was being constantly caught on sandbars, snags 

and mud banks. At one point, she was caught broadside, forming a miniature 

dam. During all this time the crew was trying their hardest to get her free but 

they were far from successful. The entire trip took three days, and coming 

back against the current took a week. The episode was known to old timers 

as "Gore's Gaff, and it proved to be quite an embarrassment to the owners. 

In 1916, she was laid up because of lack of work during the war, and later in 

1918 she was scrapped and her hull used as a breakwater for Captain J . 

North, and her house works as a garage for Captain J.B. Weeks. 



SS Aberdeen" 

In 1893, a new and beautiful ship slid into the waters at Okanagan 

Landing, she was the "Aberdeen" a CPR owned steamer. The "Aberdeen" 

was a sharp contrast to any of Captain Shorts previous steamers, and was far 

more luxurious than all of them put together. Instead of one cabin like the 

"Penticton" she had a number of exquisitely furnished cabins, a large dining 

room, and even an observation lounge. 

The steamer was 146 feet long by 30 feet wide, could carry 200 tons 

of freight and could make the trip up the lake in less than a day. A trip up the 

lake and back took about six hours, during which she made several stops at 

points of call. The "Aberdeen" was responsible for delivering the first 

carload of Okanagan apples. For all of the work she did, she ended up 

spending the last of her days as a summer home before being sold to the 

breakers. 



"SS Okanagan" 

In April of 1907, the CPR launched a new steamer to cope with the traffic on 

Okanagan Lake. The Okanagan Valley, which had been a small ranching 

area, was now slowly becoming a thriving fruit producing valley. The 

"Okanagan" was much faster than the "Aberdeen" and could carry 250 

passengers. She was 193 feet long by 32.7 feet wide, and when launched, 

started an express service six times a week up and down Okanagan Lake. 

Many people commented on her various luxuries, like large airy cabins, her 

dining room finished in Australian cedar, and her large dining room mirrors. 

In 1937, the "Okanagan" was scrapped, with some of her woodwork 

becoming summer cabins. And her boiler was being used in the Kelowna 

cannery. 
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SS Sicamous 

By 1914, the Okanagan fruit industry was booming, and this was 

putting an extra strain on the steamers working the lake. So the CPR decided 

to build a Steamer big enough to ease the tension on the other boats. She was 

the "Sicamous". In July of 1914, she was made ready for her maiden 

voyage. One of the main reasons for her construction was to replace the 

retired "Aberdeen", who had completed twenty years of service on the lake. 

The "Sicamous cost the CPR $180,000 and was built to carry 500 passengers 

and freight. She was 227 feet long by 40 feet wide and her 24-foot diameter 

paddlewheel could cruise the ship along at 17 knots. She was prefabricated 

at the Western dry-dock & shipbuilding Co. of Port Arthur, Ontario and was 

shipped west to be assembled at Okanagan landing. 

The "Sicamous" quickly became the showpiece of the Okanagan not 

only for her sheer size but also for her luxuries. Her cabins were large, and 

finished in B C cedar, Douglas fir, Australian mahogany, and Burmese teak. 

A number of her hardware fittings were brass, and the rainbow skylight 

dazzled everyone. Enclosed observation lounges were at both bow and stem, 

giving a beautiful view of the orchards and hills of the valley. Every 

community she docked at welcomes her, but the First World War soon 

changed the gay attitude. During this time the "Sicamous" was the only 

passenger steamer to run. 

But slowly cars and trucks were outclassing the "Sicamous", and so 

she was laid up at Okanagan landing. Then in 1926 the CPR finally finished 

a section of the railway that terminated steamboat business on Okanagan 

Lake. She lasted another few years fill 1935 when her top deck was removed 

to try and save money. Finally she was sold to "Penticton" for $1.00, where 

she was beached and still remains today. 







Captain TD Shorts 

Shorts arrived in the Okanagan in 1883, and began his boating 

business on the lake with a 22-foot rowboat named the "Ruth Shorts" after 

his wife. Even though a trip with the Captain was never speedy, it was never 

boring either. By day he rowed his boat, and by night they camped under a 

tree, and if his passengers preferred privacy, they found their own tree. I f a 

storm came up, he threw out his anchor and commented "There, Captain 

Shorts has done his duty, now let Providence look after the rest". 



Shorts left his rowboat business to try his hand at steamboats. His first 

was the "Mary Victoria Greenhow", a name some thought to be as long as 

her hull. Unft)rtunately the "Mary Victoria" caught fire and bumed up one 

day, but the Captain was unperturbed. He set about building the "Jubilee", 

using the engine fi^om the "Mary Victoria", and this ship turned out to be 

quite successftil. His luck did not hold out though, and the "Jubilee" got 

caught in the ice one winter and quickly sank when spring came. This also 

did not bother Captain Shorts, he salvaged the engine, and put it in another 

hulk name "City of Vernon", which he used to keep up business while a new 

ship, the "Penticton" was being built. The "City of Vernon" was the sold and 

renamed the "Mudhen" because of the amount of time it spent under water. 



Shorts found a partner to go along with his business ventures, a Mr. 
Tom Ellis. Together, they built a new steamer that out did all the previous 
ones, the "Penticton". The "Penticton" lasted some time before Shorts 
decided to sell it, and that was only after the coming of the "Aberdeen". 
Shorts detested the "Aberdeen" because it stole all his business, so he built 
the "Lucy" to combat the "grasping octopus". But in time he was boat less 
again. Shorts lead quite an active life on the lake, being the first to build the 
early steamers of the Okanagan. He died in Hope in 1921, but he will never 
be forgotten. 



Captain J B Weeks 

Captain J B Weeks was probably the lake's most famous 
Captain. He joined the crew of the newly built steamer "Aberdeen" in 
1897 as a deckhand, and slowly worked his way up through the ranks, 
until he acquired his Captains License. He was then put in command 
of the boat "York" in 1904 and then the "Aberdeen in 1907. This was 

his ship until 1922 when he took command of the steamer 
"Sicamous", which he was captain of for 13 years. Captain Weeks, or 
to his friends, 'Captain Joe', died in February of 1964, at the age of 
92, and his ashes were spread over Okanagan Lake, where he had 

logged more than 2 million miles. 



The Tugboats 

Of all the steamers that plied Okanagan Lake, it was the tugboats that 

were the real workhorses. The jobs of the tugboat were many indeed. They 

not only guided barges loaded with CPR railway cars, up and down the lake, 

but also carried freight, and passengers. There were many tugboats on the 

lake, like the "Naramata", the "Kelowna", the "Castlegar", the "Pentowna" 

and many that were less known. Most of them are gone now, save the 

"Pentowna", and the "Naramata". These are the last of them, and we hope 

they stay for a long time to come. 
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Steam tug S.S. Naramata Sming home 
The Okanngnn l .nkc s leain tn^ S.S. N.-iininntn is 

corning home io I'enticton. 
The fug, huilt in HH4, hn.s hern numi rd nl <)k;uinj',nn 

Landing near Vernon, since ii was taken out of har^e 
hauling service in l%5. 

The Kettle Valley Hail way l ler i la^e Socicly has ac 
qnired the vessel for $1 from the Okanagan Landing 
Community Association and will hring it io !V?il i ( l (ni 
where it will be restored and made operable, r e n t i r 
ton Museum curator and society member Handy Man 
uel said Thursday. 

FMans are to locate the tug near the stern wheeler vSS 
Sicamous, which is also being restored. 

Manuel said both vessels will provide the impetus 
for a inland waters maritime' tnuseum here that W(MI1<I 
be a unique tourist attraction. 

Penticton was the home port of the Naramata . Man 
ue l sa id . 

Me said the society is hoping arraugetnents can be 
made with a forestry f irm, which does contrac t tow 

ing, to hi ing the tug boat to Penticton. 
After it is put back in working condition, Manuel 

said the society will make it available to comnumitics 
in the Valley t() use \\r aimual festivities 

Mafiuel said the !)0 foot long tug is generally in good 
shape and the bulk of the rrs lorat ion work wi I be 
recjuired on its eiigines. l ie said the society plans to 
raise financing from tour contributions, grants and 
tap into government work schemes. 

t won't be a tax burden on the city, he emphasized 
Maiuiel said he regards acqtiisition of the tug as a 

"real ccjup." It is the only surviviri^ fresh water steam 
tug in H.C. of its type from tho C P U days. 1 here were 
over M) \\\n at any one time on Interior lakes. 
Most were wooden h u l k d but the Naraniata was built 
with a steel hull so it could break through ice. 

The K V I l Heritage S(»eiety was f(»rnH'd recentiv to 
work for a working rai lway museum on abandoned C P 
line. Manuel said ac(juisition of the tug will give the 
society a project it can wot k on immediately. 

ESTASROOKS, On Saturday. Septem
ber 9, 1978, Otto Ludlow Estabrooks 
beloved husband or Mary Estabroot^s 
formerly of 173 Calgary Ave. passed 
away at ttie age of 88 years. Funeral 
service for ttie late Mr. Estabrooks will 
be Friday, September 15, 1978 at 3:00 
P.M. at ttie Penticton Funeral Chiapel 
witti the First Ctiurcti of Christ Scientist 
officiating. Cremation. Besides his wife, 
Mr. Estabrooks is survived by 1 
Daughter, Mary Esta of Penticton and 1 
Son Harold of Sechelt. 4 Grandchildren 
and 1> fereat Grandchildren, and other 
<tO|e r#latlwet in Victoria and Vernon. 
l^^f^g&^br^BoW cam* to th#OKfc f t»gan 
Valley In 190* and worked with his father 
on the S.S. Sicamous and later Captained 
many boats on the Okanagan, Skaha and 
Arrow Lakes until his retirement from 
the CPR in 1950. He was a member of the 
Penticton Legion Branch No. 40 having 
been a veteran of WWI. No flowers by 
family request. Funeral arrangements 
are under the direction of the Penticton 
Funeral Chapel. 178 



C.P.R. Steamer 'York' 
Now on Dog Lake 

T h e C . P . U . Hlciiinor Y o r k , which 
for some twenly yt'iiiH has <hmt' sei v-
|co on tho OkmuHcnii l .nke, huH i n -
lcrc<l upon ii new se iv iro on l)j»jr 
L a k e . T h e sniallor pioneer ptcunu-r 
hits been almost wholly snpplanUfil hy 
Its In iRcr Slater ships J H H I has hoen 
in conunission only (liirln^r the fruit 
season as a in^j or in inovlnj? fruit 
from the smaller wharves. It will 
now he the premier ship on 
L a k e , where it will soon he>!:in a new 
career of usefulness us a connectinjjc 
link between the K . V . I t . spur at the 
head of Dop I^ake and Okanagan 
Kai ls . T h e <lelicate task of jjilotinjr 
the steamer down tho river from one 
lake to' the other was successfully 
performed a few days aj^o by ('apt. 
Otto Kstahrook, whose place <»n the 
t^icamouB was taken f<»r the time hy 
his father, Capt . (J. L . Kstahiook, a 
pioneer in Okanaj^an lake traft ic . 

BUFFET FROM SICAMOUS 
Penticton museum volunteer Joan 
G a l e stretches her fingers along 
the mahogany buffets which once 
graced the dining room of the S.S. 
Sicamous. The buffets were pur
chased through private donations 

to the museum's acquisition fund. 
T h e m u s e u m w a s r e c e n t l y ex
panded. Museum hours are Mon
day to F r i d a y 10 a .m.—5 p . m . 
(Mil ler Knutson, staff photogra
pher) 
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Steve Jensen and Terry Bailey (on ladder) strip 
^ the stern section of the S.S. Sicamous Thursday. 

Prnlir Ion Hrrnld f]oh Mollin 

The process has revealed the writing "S.S. Si
camous of Victoria" under five coats of paint. 

Workers scrope up surprise on stem 

Mystery on board Sicamous 
By HARVIE GAY 
Penticton Herald Staff 

C r e w s working on the vS.S. Si 
camous restoratlor) project have 
uncovered a surprise sign at the 
rear of the yes.sel above the stern 
paddlewheel. 

Underneath five coats of paint 
that were being scraped away is 
the wording S.S. Sicamous, Vic
toria, B . C . ' 

Victoria refers to the port of re 
g i s t r y for the v e s s e l . B ut old 
photos show that when the vessel 
w a s b e i n g b u i l t at O k a n a g a n 
Landing near Vernon in 1 9 1 t h e 
wording was Vancouver. When it 
w a s changed to V i c t o r i a is not 
known. 

M e m b e r s of the S S S i c a m o u s 

Restoration Society are at a loss to 
explain why Victoria appears on 
the sign. So is a 15.C. authority of 
transportation history 

Iloberl Turner , a curator at the 
r i o y a l I L C . M u s e u m , V i c t o r i a , 
who has sp(»nt years researching 
shipping and r a i l w a y history in 
the Pacif ic Northwest, and who is 
the author of eight books on trans 
portation history, said this morn 
mg he c a n t recal l coming across 
any reference to a change in the 
port of registry for the Sicamous. 

What's more, he said, he can't 
think of any rea.son for wanting to 
change the port of registry from 
Vancouver to Victoria. 

The scraping and repainting of 
the vessel is being done as part of 

a live phase $1.7 million program 
to restore the vessel to what it was 
in its hevday. The job recently got 
a $240,(M)0 grant from I L C . l lerit 
age Trust. 

T u r n e r says he's pleased with 
the work that has been carried out 
and with the plans for the future. 

The Sicamous was launched on 
M a y 19, 1914 f r o m O k a n a g a n 
I^anding and was used for pa.ssen-
ger service on Okanagan L a k e un 
til I'Kl'i when it was converted Jo to 
haul freight. It was bought for $1 
by the City of Penticton in P.^l and 
lat^r berthed at its location at 
Okanagan L a k e . 

The public is able to tours the 
vessel while restoration work pro 
cerds. 
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RESIDENTS AWAIT MAIDEN VOYAGE 

'Floating palace' launched 74 years ago She was known as a floating palace 
— and she came with the romantic
ism of dancing in the moonlight, lux
urious decor, classy service and 
haunting steam whistles. 

At this time 74 years ago, Penticton 
residents eagerly awaited the 
maiden voyage of the new SS Sicam
ous to this end of Okanagan Lake. 

Launched at Okanagan Landing on 
May 19, 1914, the vessel would first 
dock in Penticton on June 12 of that 
year. 

The SS Sicamous, one of the few 
stemwheeler treasures still in exis
tence, and now one of Penticton's 
principal attractions, was the show
piece of the CPR's lake service. At 
228 feet in length and weighing 1,786 
tons, she was the largest and most 
palatial of the passenger fleet to ply 
the 65 miles of lake from Okanagan 
Landing, near Vemon, to Penticton. 

Before the completion of the Kettle 
Valley Railway into Penticton in 1916, 
steamship service on the lake was 
the only means of transportation to 
link up with the mainline of the CPR 
and its branch line to Okanagan 
Landing. 

"Waiting for the boat" was a six-
night-a-week ritual for many resi-
deritSu Some came to meet friends or 
to collect mail. But many came out of 
curiosity, to catch a glimpse of the 
outside world through this brief con
tact with the travelling public. Only 
when weather conditions were severe 
did a crowd of onlookers fail to meet 
the boat. 

The hull of the Sicamous was prefa
bricated in Port Arthur, Ontario, and 

sent by rail to Okanagan Landing 
where a shipyard assembled the ves
sel, installed the engines, locomotive-
type boiler and auxiliaries, and built 
the superstructure. The total cost 
was about $180,000. 

She was indeed a triumph of design 
and construction, with steel hull di
vided into 20 water-tight compart
ments and a superstructure that con
sisted of a lower and upper cabin 
deck, a hurricane deck and a pilot 
house. 

The Sicamous as she now is isn't 
how she once was in all her glory. 
She's still an impressive sight, but 
some of her superstructure has been 
removed. 

For 17 years she steamed north and 
south, makine a total of 28 stops on 
both sides of the lake. She would 
leave Penticton sometime between 
6:30 a.m. and 8 a.m. depending upon 
the season. There was no set time for 
return — she arrived back when the 
day's work was completed. 

The Sicamous, which succeeded 
the Aberdeen and Okanagan on the 
lake service which started in 1893, 
has a draught of 5.50 feet and cut 
through the water like a great while 
swan. 

She could carry 310 passengers and 
900 tons of cargo at a rate of 17 knots 
per hour. Coal was used to fuel the 
engines of the tandem compound jet 
condensing type, which were capable 
of generating 725 hp. 

The first deck carried freight, ex
press and mail. In addition to the en
gine room, galley and cold storage 
room, it provided quarters for offic
ers and crew of 43. 

SPLASH! Those on board must 
have clung to the rails as the 
brand new SS Sicamous hit the wa
ters of Okanagan Lake on May 19, 
1914. The launching was at the 
CPR shipyards at Okanagan 
Landing, near Vemon. It's port of 
registry was Vancouver, as seen 
on the wheel housing. People in

terested in maintaining the old 
boat, now on Okanagan Lake 
beach in Penticton, are invited to 
meetings of the Sicamous Resto
ration Society every Thursday at 
7:30 p.m. in Conference Room B of 
the Library Museum Complex. 
(Penticton Museum photo) 



LUXURIOUS dining was offered 
on the original Socamous, with 
dancing in the moonlight to follow. 
This photograph dates from 1926, 
but little was changed from the 
vessel's launching except the 

combination' ga^ and elebtric 
lights had been replaced by all 
electric, for saftey's sake, and 
fancy lights had been placed on 
theUbles. 
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The two cabin decks contained 40 
staterooms, four of which were dou
ble suites, four saloons, one observa
tion lounge and one smoking lounge, 
on each deck at the bow and stern. 
The saloons were enclosed with plate 
glass windows. 

The 65-foot long dining room could 
accommodate 48 persons at one sit
ting. The food came up the dumbwai
ter hot from the galley l:)elow. Writing 
desks and reading lamps were on the 
balcony above the dining room. 

The staterooms, furnishings and 
fittings of the vessel were finished in 
cedar and Douglas fir, Australian 
mahogany and Burmese teak -— a 
combination'that gave an effect of 
unusual richness. 

Brass chandeliers and tablelights 
were lit by electricty; the skylights 
were colored glass and the mirrors 
were plate glass. Brass imported 
from Scotland as used on the hard
ware fittings. 

The hurricane deck carried six 
large life boats, life rafts and buoys. 

Passengers could enjoy spectacu
lar scenery en route but the service, 
was also known for the hospitality of 
the ship's officers, the delicious me
als, group singing around the piano 
and dancing in the moonlight. 

Many were the friendships made 

on bosLTd and many were the memo
ries that lingered of the sound of the 
vessel's whistle echoing through the 
hUls. 

She was described as a floating pa
lace. Waiters were smartly dressed 
in white coats and t)ow ties. Show 
white linen cloths covered the dining 
tables which featured silverware, 
crystal — even sDver finger bowls. 

And she served her time without a 
mishap. 

With the advent of CN rail service 
to Kelowna and the development of 
better roads, steamer service started 
to decline and in 1931 the Sicamous 
was put out of passenger service. 

She was taken back to Okanagan 
Landing where she was shorn of an 
upper deck and part of the huricane 
deck and then passed exclusively into 
freight service until 1935. 

She was left moored to a dock until 
sold in 1949 to the City of Penticton for 
a token $1. The Gyro Club undertook 
to beach the vessel in 1951 and holes 
were drilled in her steel hull to en
sure she stayed put with the rise and 
fall of the lake level. 

The boat, which was used initially 
as Penticton's museum before it was 
leased out as a restaurant, continues 
to keep watch over the waters she 
plied so faithfully and for so long. 

3 
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•RESIDENTS AWAIT MAIDEN VOYAGE 

'Floating palace' launched 74 years ago She was known as a floating palace 
— and she came with the romantic
ism of dancing in the moonlight, lux
urious decor, classy service and 
haimting steam whistles. 

At this time 74 years ago, Penticton 
residents eagerly awaited the 
maiden voyage of the new SS Sicam
ous to this end of Okanagan Lake. 

Laimched at Okanagan Landing on 
May 19, 1914, the vessel would first 
dock in Penticton on June 12 of that 
year. 

The SS Sicamous, one of the few 
stemwheeler treasures still in exis
tence, and now one of Penticton's 
principal attractions, was the show
piece of the CPR's lake service. At 
228 feet in length and weighing 1,786 
tons, she was the largest and most 
palatial of the passenger fleet to ply 
the 65 miles of lake from Okanagan 
Landing, near Vemon, to Penticton. 

Before the completion of the Kettle 
Valley Railway into Penticton in 1916, 
steamship service on the lake was 
the only means of transportation to 
link up with the mainline of the CPR 
and its branch line to Okanagan 
Landing. 

"Waiting for the boat" was a six-
night-a-week ritual for many resi
dents. Some came to meet friends or 
to collect mail. But many came out of 
curiosity, to catch a glimpse of the 
outside world through this brief con
tact with the travelling public. Only 
when weather conditions were severe 
did a crowd of onlookers fail to meet 
the boat. 

The hull of the Sicamous was prefa
bricated in Port Arthur, Ontario, and 

sent by rail to Okanagan Landing 
where a shipyard assembled the ves
sel, installed the engines, locomotive-
type boiler and auxiliaries, and built 
the superstructure. The total cost 
was about $180,000. 

She was indeed a triumph of design 
and construction, with steel hull di
vided into 20 water-tight compart
ments and a superstmcture that con
sisted of a lower and upper cabin 
deck, a hurricane deck and a pilot 
house. 

The Sicamous as she now is isn't 
how she once was in all her glorŷ 
She's still an impressive sight, but 
some of her superstructure has been 
removed. 

For 17 years she steamed north and 
south, making a total of 28 stops on 
both sides of the lake. She would 
leave Penticton sometime between 
6:30 a.m. and 8 a.m. depending upon 
the season. There was no set time for 
retum — she arrived back when the 
day's work was completed. 

The Sicamous, which succeeded 
the Aberdeen and Okanagan on the 
lake service which started in 1893, 
has a draught of 5.50 feet and cut 
through the water like a great while 
swan. 

She could carry 310 passengers and 
900 tons of cargo at a rate of 17 knots 
per hour. Coal was used to fuel the 
engines of the tandem compound jet 
condensing type, which were capable 
of generating 725 hp. 

The first deck carried freight, ex
press and mail. In addition to the en
gine room, galley and cold storage 
room, it provided quarters for offic
ers and crew of 43. 

SPLASH I Those on board must 
have clung to the rails as the 
brand new SS Sicamous hit the wa
ters of Okanagan Lake on May 19, 
1914. The launching was at the 
CPR shipyards at Okanagan 
Landing, near Vemon. It's port of 
registry was Vancouver, as seen 
on the wheel housing. People in

terested in maintaining the old 
boat, now on Okanagan Lake 
beach in Penticton, are invited to 
meetings of the Sicamous Resto
ration Society every Thursday at 
7:30 p.m. in Conference Room B of 
the Library Museum Complex. 
(Penticton Museum photo) 



LUXURIOUS dining was offered 
on the original Socamous, with 
dancing in the moonlight to follow. 
This photograph dates from 1926, 
but little was changed from the 
vessel's launching except the 

^combination' ga^ and electric 
lights had been replaced by all 
electric, for saftey's sake, and 
fancy lights had been placed on 
the tables. 

0 

r 

The two cabin decks contained 40 
staterooms, four of which were dou
ble suites, four saloons, one observa
tion lounge and one smoking lounge, 
on each deck at the bow and stern. 
The saloons were enclosed with plate 
glass windows. 

The 65-foot long dining room could 
accommodate 48 persons at one sit
ting. The food came up the dumbwai
ter hot from the galley l)elow. Writing 
desks and reading lamps were on the 
balcony above the dining room. 

The staterooms, furnishings and 
fittings of the vessel were finished in 
cedar and Douglas fir, Australian 
mahogany and Burmese teak — a 
combination'that gave an effect of 
unusual richness. 

Brass chandeliers and tablelights 
were lit by electricty; the skylights 
were colored glass and the mirrors 
were plate glass. Brass imported 
from Scotland as used on the hard
ware fittings. 

The hurricane deck carried six 
large life boats, life rafts and buoys. 

Passengers could enjoy spectacu
lar scenery en route but the serv^ 
was also known for the hospitality of 
the ship's officers, the delicious me
als, croup singing around the piano 
and dancing in the moonlight. 

Many were the friendships made 

on board and many were the memo
ries that lingered of the sound of the 
vessel's whistle echoing through tl̂e 
hUls. 

She was described as a floating pa
lace. Wâiters were smartly dressed 
in white coats and t)ow ties. Show 
white linen cloths covered the dining 
tables which featured silverware, 
crystal — even silver finger bowls. 

And she served her time without a 
mishap. 

With the advent of CN rail service 
to Kelowna and the development of 
better roads, steamer service started 
to decline and in 1931 the Sicamous 
was put out of passenger service-

She was taken back to Okanagan 
Landing where she was shorn of an 
upper deck and part of the huricane 
deck and then passed exclusively into 
freight service until 1935. 

She was left moored to a dock until 
sold in 1949 to the City of Penticton for 
a token $1. The Gyro Club undertook 
to beach the vessel in 1951 and holes 
were drilled in her steel hull to en
sure she stayed put with the rise and 
fall of the lake level. 

/ The boat, which was used initially 
as Penticton's museum before it was 
leased out as a restaurant, continues 
to keep watch over the waters she 
plied so faithfully and for so long. 
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Sicamous arriving at a small lakeside community in the winter. 



Newly cleared land in the Okanagan. 

The story of the development of Kelowna and other towns in the Okanagan is closely connected to 
the story of the sternwheelers. During the period when the pioneer settlements around the lake were 
beginning to take shape as established communities, the sternwheelers provided the necessary links 
between them. Transporting passengers and their effects, livestock and implements, they also enabled the 
fruit crop to be shipped out to market. The shipping of produce was the vital part of the economy that they 
served. However, they were more than just a service, they were pioneers in the opening up of the 
Okanagan, part of our local history and characters in their own right. When road and rail transport became 
more efficient and economics dictated the end of the sternwheelers, their departure was a matter of regret 
to the whole valley. 

The pioneer of the lake transport concept was Capt. Thomas Dolman Shorts, a resourceful 
individual with a varied background who came to the Okanagan about 1883. Finding farming a 
disagreeable pursuit he built the Mary Victoria Greenhow, the first steam vessel on Okanagan Lake. With 
her he began a passenger and freight service up and down the lake. The Mary Victoria Greenhow was the 
first of a series of vessels owned by Capt. Shorts, the last of which was the Penticton, a twin screw steamer 
with a gross tonnage of 49.96 and a length of 70 feet. 

Capt. Shorts' operations were rough but he was kept busy running his somewhat erratic service. It 
was not long, however, before the CPR saw the potential of the Okanagan as a fruit growing area, and their 

Summerland, CA. 1900 — Life centered on the lake and the arrival of the Stemwheeler meant contact with the outside world, news of 
friends and fresh supplies. 



interest in that direction was soon to put 
Capt. Shorts out of business. With the 
coming of the railway to Okanagan 
Landing, the CPR began a campaign to 
advertise the fruit growing industry and 
to attract settlers. The success of this 
venture created an urgent need for a 
large vessel, capable of carrying fruit in 
large quantities. In answer to this need 
the CPR built the first of the Okanagan's 
sternwheelers. 

The ship constructed by the CPR 
at Okanagan Landing was the Aberdeen, 
by far the largest vessel so far seen on the 
lake, having a gross tonnage of 554.04 
and a length of 146.2 feet. The ranches 
that had been until then the major indus
try in the valley now began to be subdivi
ded and converted to orchards, and the 
number of settlers grew. They formed 
small communities along the shores of 
the lake, and looked to the water as their 
only means of travel. 

One of the special advantages of 
a stemwheeler was the shallow draught 
enabling the vessel to tie up close to the 
shore without running aground. Exten
sive wharf building was therefore unnec
essary, and the boats could be called 
ashore at almost any point. 

The Aberdeen was soon busy 
freighting the settlers and their posses
sions to the newly formed communities 
along the lake, and taking on boxes of 
fruit for transfer to the railhead. The 
system had become established and the 
stemwheeler was seen as the vital link. 

The Aberdeen continued in ser
vice from 1893 to 1913. During that 
time another stemwheeler made her 
appearance on the lake. This was the 
Fairview. Intended for service on the 
Okanagan River, between Dog Lake, as 
Skaha was then called, and Okanagan 
Lake. This waterway proved to be un
suitable for sternwheelers, and the Fair-
view plied the waters of Okanagan Lake 
until 1897 when she burned. She was 
followed by the Greenwood with a very 
similar history. 

The Aberdeen adds her own steam to tnat aireaay rmngfrom ttieLane in the 
early morning. 

Launching the Okanagan at Okanagan Landing, April 1907. 

The Okanagan at Wharf No. 6, Kelowna. 
Long wharves and deep water were not essential for the Sternwheelers. 



The Kaleden preparing 

for her trial run 

from Okanagan Lake to 

Dog (Skaha) Lake. 

In April, 1907, the CPR launched another stemwheeler. This was the Okanagan, and she was at 
once hailed as the ultimate in sternwheelers. No longer were the furnishings of the vessel kept to bare 
essentials. The Okanagan boasted spacious cabins and an elaborately decorated dining lounge. The 
Okanagan ran an express service between Okanagan Landing and Penticton six times a week. Stops were 
made at Kelowna, Peachland and Summerland. 

1910 saw the launching of the smaller boat, the Kaleden. She was, like the Fairview and 
Greenwood, intended to service the Okanagan River. Like her two predecessors on this stretch of water, 
she failed. Shallow though her draught was, she ran aground constantly and proved so uncontrollable that 
her maiden voyage down the river was her last. She continued in service in Okanagan Lake, and among 
other cargoes she carried the dynamite used in building the Kettle Valley Railway. She was taken out of 
service in 1916. 

The last stemwheeler to be launched was even more splendid than the Okanagan. The Sicamous 
was also the largest stemwheeler in B.C., carrying up to 500 passengers. She was furnished with teak and 
local cedar, polished brass and mirrors gleamed beneath her stained glass skylights. As the "Queen of 
Okanagan Lake" she became famous across the province. 

Despite her glittering debut, the outbreak of the First World War cast a shadow over her early career. 
The men of the Okanagan enlisted for service overseas in such numbers that the development of the fruit 
industry came to a halt. The other ships on the lake were put out of service and the Sicamous was left to 
serve the remaining population. 

Developments ashore began to ease the Sicamous out of useful life. Road and rail transport cut 
down on the need for passenger and freight service. In 1926 the CNR railway linked Kamloops and 

Sicamous under construction with the Okanagan in the background. The Sicamous slides sideways into the water to begin her reign as 
^ Queen of Okanagan Lake, 1914. 



Kelowna, which was almost the final blow. In 1931 the CP took the Sicamous out of service, thus bringing 
to an end the era of the Okanagan sternwheelers. 

At the end of his short history of steamers on Okanagan Lake, Capt. J .B. Weeks had this to say: 

... the Aberdeen was the one that did the real pioneering as I am in a position to say having filled 
all positions on her at different times. Sometimes, even now, while we are loading or unloading cargo at 
different places if time allows, it is quite refreshing to take a walk around and see, houses, wire fences 
and many other things that was brought in on the old Aberdeen, and then there is the memory of the red 
men one used to meet as passengers, Tom Ellis, Frank Richter, Chas. Lambly, Father Cornelier, M.K. 
Rodgers, Dick Cawston, Father (Pat) Irwin and many others.... 

and now to think that the end of the steamers is only a short while off as they must inevitably make 
room along with the railways for the motor on the road and the plane in the air. 

The Aberdeen. 

37 



THOMAS DOLMAN SHORTS 

Thomas Shorts was perhaps one of the Okanagan's most colourful personalities. He was, however, 
more than just a local character. He began the whole business of transportation on the lake. He was born in 
Ontario in 1837 and between then and 1883, when he arrived in the Okanagan, his career ranged widely 
from ranching to mining and included a period as a travelling salesman. 

His efforts in the shipping business on Okanagan Lake earned him the reputation of being honest, 
reliable, irregular and independent. Always with a jovial disposition and willing to talk, he managed to get 
his passengers to their destinations, perhaps not on time, but safe nevertheless. His ability to talk 
convincingly and with interest on any number of subjects got him out of many precarious situations and 
made his presence welcome around the campfires between Vernon and Penticton. 

Inevitably he could not compete with the CPR and the need for large scale shipping service in the 
area. He went out of business and retired to Hope, where he lived alone in a cabin. There he died on 
February 9, 1921. 

Okanagan Lake as Capt Shorts would have seen it. 



Capt. J.B. Weeks and the crew of the Sicamous. 

CAPTAIN J.B. (JOE) WEEKS 

Capt. Weeks came to Vernon with his parents in 1893 and joined the crew of the Aberdeen as a 
deckhand in 1897. He was given a promotion to the position of mate of the Slocan on Slocan Lake in 
October 1900. In July 1902 he returned to the Okanagan as mate of the Aberdeen. 

As of that date, Capt. Weeks was in command of all the CPR vessels on the lake at various times, the 
Aberdeen, Okanagan, Kaleden, and Sicamous, also the towboats Kelowna and Naramata. He 
commanded the Sicamous on her last regular voyage, January, 1935. He was proud of his work and 
interested in what he was doing. In 1933 he wrote a short history of steamboats on Okanagan Lake. 

Captain Weeks retired on October 31 , 1942 after 45 years of service with the CPR. He lived in 
retirement in Penticton, where he pursued his hobbies of woodworking, gardening and fishing. He died in 
1969 at the age of 92, and as he requested, his ashes were scattered over Okanagan Lake. 



1981 marks the 10th Anniversary of Orchard Park Shopping Centre. In 1971 Orchard Park was 
one of the largest malls in the province housing 52 stores under one roof. The growth of Kelowna in ten 
years is reflected in Orchard Park as the new extension is being built and is due to open in March, 1982. This 
extension will double the size of the present facility by adding some 47 more stores and increased parking 
area. 

It is interesting to note that the land on which this mall stands has come full cycle. It was very close to 
this spot that the original settlement of the Central Okanagan took place, a short distance to the North of 
Father Pandosys Mission Buildings. It was destined to become a town site. Streets were planned and even 
named, but before the ink was dry on the plans, it was evident it would be obsolete. This was the direct result 
of the announcement that a stemwheeler would be put into service on the lake. This meant that business 
would grow near the wharf, where the boat put in. The townsite shifted to its present location. Now the 
original plan of these early settlers, albeit a more glamorous version than their wildest dreams, has come 
about. 

The Okanagan arrives at Penticton at the end of her maiden voyage, May 17th, 1907. 

For further reading: 
WEEKS, J .B. The History of Steamboats on Okanagan Lake as written by J .B. Weeks. 1933 

MS in Provincial Archives. Copy on file in Kelowna Museum Archives. 
Paddlewheels on the Frontier 2 vols. 
Foremost Publishing Co. Ltd., Surrey, B.C. 1971 
Ogopogo's Vigil 
Okanagan Historical Society, 1966 

All photographs used in this publication are from the archives of Kelowna Museum. 

DOWNS, ART. 

BUCKLAND, F.M. 

This issue of Wharf No. 6 is sponsored by the Orchard Park Shopping Centre. 
The Kelowna Museum gratefully acknowledges their support. 





"There Will Always 
Be Steamboats..." 

By B I L L STAVDAL 

''There'll always be steamboats 
on Okanagan L a k e , " an officer 
of the S.S. Aberdeen told youn^; 
Joe Weeks soon after he became 
a crew member. 

That was in 1894, a year after 
the energetic English-born youth 
had become a deckhand aboard 
the freight and passenger vessel 
operating out of Okanagan L a n d 
ing. The officer was trying TO 
persuade Joseph Weeks to make 
a career of the lake boats, and 
he succeeded. 

It was a good way to spend a I 
lifetime, agrees Captain vVeeks 
now, 82 years old and surrounded' 
by mementos of the past at his' 
home at 614 Martin Street. | 

A model of the Aberdeen rests 
in a glass case atop a book case; 
a painting of his long-time com
mand, the S.S. Sicamous, hangs 
above the fireplace, and here and 
there around the living room are 
pieces of furniture he has made; 
inc^'rporating wood from his old 
ships. 

He shies from publicity, but in
evitably people come knocking]; at 
his door: old friends he made as 
the last passenger-carrying cap
tain of the Sicamous, or fellow 
members of the Okanagan Histor
ical Society, who recall him as 
one of the first members, or 
other members of the Society 
seeking his photo for the records. 

HKftE AS A BOY 
The record will say that Cap

tain Wrecks came to Canada in 
1893 as a boy of 15. His family 
left their native Shrewsbury, 
Shropshire, under the impetus of 
Okanagan development publicity 
flooding England. 

Along with the wave of English 
settlers reaching the Okanagan at 
the time, the Wrecks family landed 
in Vemon, where the father be
came an orchardist. 

Young Joe soon struck out on 
his own. 

'Times were hard then,** h« 
recalls . "You had to take what 
you could get." 

What he got was a succession 
of muscle-hardening jobs—grad
ing the streets of Vemon by 
shovel, driving horse teams and 
freighting by pack team into th« 
Arrow Lakes . 

ANOTHER L I N E 
B y 1897 he realized his future 

in these endeavors was limited. 
Casting about, he was dravvTi U 
the impressive S.S. Aberdeen, i 
550-ton paddle-wheeler which th€ 
C P R had launched at Okanagan 
Landing the year Joseph Weeks 
arrived in Canada. 

The Aberdeen, named after the 
then Governor-General of Can
ada, marked the entry of the 
C P R into lake traffic, and was 
considered a sign that the Okan
agan indeed had a future. 

It was by no means the first 
steamer on L a k e Okanagan, but 
it w âs certainly the biggest until 
then, 146 feet long, 30 feet wide, 
and drawing only 6.8 feet of 
water (for navigation in shal
lows), she was considered pal
atial in her time. 

Ten staterooms and three 
saloons (passenger lounges), plus 
a reputation for serving good 
meals, made a trip aboard the 
Aberdeen a real occasion. 

LOWLY START 
So it was on the thrice-weekly 

run from Okanagan Landing to 
Penticton that Joseph Weeks be

gan liis career as a deckhand. 
Okanagan Landing in those days 
was the C P R ' s Okanagan rai l 
head, and it was there that 
freight was unloaded, stowed 
aboard the Aberdeen and carried 
down the lake to the burgeoning 
communities along the wa>. 

Much of it went all the way to 
Penticton, for further shipment 
by wagon to tlie "Lower Coun
try," as everything south 6f Pen
ticton was then called.* 

Mail and freight for tlie miners 
in Grand Forks , Greenwood, Mid- j 
way. Rock Creek, Camp McKin- ! 
ney and booming Fairview, all | 
came through Penticton via tho j 
Aberdeen. i 

BIG ONES 
The sweating deckhands man

handled it all, these precKvjs 
implements freighted across a 
continent to help make a new 
start in the wilderness. 

"The carloads of settlers' ef
fects were the most dreadeJ 

' freight, as they were always 
loaded by experts," Captain 
Weeks was to recall later. | 

"On one occasion there was aj 
large haypress, tlien the impie- j 
ments and furniture on top, and j 
to avoid any space being wasted, 
loose oats had been shoveled in." 

"The Aberdeen was a remark

able carrier for her size, and slie 
was often loaded to such an ex
tent that any of the crew going 
fore and aft had to walk on Hie 
guard rail outside the deck
houses." 

END OP LINE 
The Aberdeen remained in serv

ice until 1913, when she was dis
mantled and left to rot on the 
beach at Okanagan Landing. 

In the meantime, Joseph VVeeks 
had obtained his mate's ticket in 
1900 and gone to a new job on 
the Slocan Lakes. He returned 
in 1902 as mate of the Aberdeen, 
a post he held until 1904, when 
he became captain of the S.S. 
York. 

The York was a 134-ton-, twin-
screw passenger and freight 
vessel, its 88-foot-long steel hull 
drawing only five feet. 

Captain Weeks' most vivid 
• recollection of life aboard the 
jYork is of an incident that oc-
Icurred Christmas Day, 1905. In 
his oŵ n words: 

"She sailed from Okanagan 
Landing about one o'clock in the 
morning. It was blowing quite 
fiesh then,, but when we got to 
Squally Point there was a '^egular 
gi»le blowing, and the waves were 

,at least eight feet high." 
I "The second wave that came 

on board stove in the fonward 
doors and rushed right in">ide." 

The cargo, a carload of d\Tia-
mite, was tumbled along the deck 
at the crew, who dodged cases of 
explosives while struggling to 
close the cargo doors against 
more water. . 

"Rut we all survived," says 
Captain Weeks, "found a little 
bay called Camp Helena and tied 
up, singing carols all night." 

Later he served aboard the 
famous steamer Okanagan, and 
on towboats. 
, In 1922 Captain Weeks was 
chosen to command the ITOO-ton 
Sicamous. largest ship ever built 
to ply Okanagan Lake , and the 
last stemwheeler. 

Until 1935, when the automobile 
finally killed the failing passen
ger trade on the lake, Captain 
Weeks commanded the Sicamous. 

His remaining years on the lake 
were put in on the towboats, 
until his retirement in 1942. 

What is the future of boats on 
the lake? Not very good, says 
Captain Weeks. Coal volume \
only a fraction of what it once 
was, and trucks are making 
steady inroads. 

Lake boats lasted during Cap
tain Weeks' career, but his old 
officer on the Aberdeen may one 
day be proven wrong. 

4 2 , 



Wednesday, May 30,1984 
Op-ed 

Shorts began steamboat era 
Win 
Shilvock 

First of a two part series. 
The steamboat era on 

Okanagan Lake began when 
Captain T.D. Shorts launched 
the snr̂ all Mary Victoria 
Greenhow, whose nanne was 
"alnr̂ ost as tong as her hull," on 
April 21, 1886 at Okanagan 
Landing. 

Six years later, when the 
Shuswap and Okanagan 
Railway arrived at the Landing 
from Sicamous, the CPR forced 
him out of business by in
stituting the larger, more effi
cient sternwheelers to handle 
the increased lake traffic. 

The first of these was the 
Aberdeen and the magnificence 
of her opulent appointments as
tounded the Okanagan Valley 
residents. 

There were plush seats, 
carpets throughout, and cur
tains. The dining room had 
white tablecloths and the 
stewards provided bar service. 
The staterooms had white 
sheets on the beds and were 
equipped with mosquito netting. 

So great was the excitement 
when she was launched at 

Okanagan landing on May 3, 
1983 that the mayor of Vernon 
declared a half-day holiday. 
Thus began a 42 year era of 

sternwheelers on Okanagan 
Lake. 

Business was draggy for the 
Aberdeen until 1897 when it in
creased rapidly as the large cat
tle ranches were broken up and 
subdivided into farming 
acreage. -

So quickly did agriculture 
develop that in 1901 the Aber
deen, in a two week tour of the 
lake, gather up 700 boxes of ap
ples. This was the first carload 
of apples to be shipped from the 
Okanagan Valley.-

To cope with the burgeoning 
economy, the CPR launched 
another stemwheeler, the 
Okanagan, in April 1907. Much 
grander than the Aberdeen, she 
was also faster and provided a 
six-times-a-week express ser
vice between Okanagan Lan
ding, Kelowna, Peachland, 
Summerland and Penticton. 

The Aberdeen, however, con
tinued her slower three-trips-a-
week schedule, and when no 
wharf was available still nosed 
onto a beach to deliver or 

The S.S. Sicamous, last of the sternwheelers on Okanagan Lake 

receive goods or passengers. 
Then in 1913. after 20 years of 
work, the old girl aproached 
retirement 

To Hnaintairi-a continuity of 
sea'ice, the pPR constructed 
the largest and fastest of all 
sternwheelers in British Colum
bia, the $180,000 Sicamous. 
Prefabricated at Port Arthur, 
Ontario, she was assembled at 
Okanagan Landing and slid 
down the ways in 1914. The In
dian word "Sicamous" was well 
chosen for it means "Shimmer
ing Waters." 

Carrying 310 passengers and 
tons of freight, she could speed 
over the blue waters of the lake 
at 17 knots, and the fine ap
pointments and 65-foot dining 
room with its quality food and 
service were so excellent that 
everyone soon called her 
"Queen of the Okanagan." 

The Sicamous got off to a bad 
start, however, when the first 
World War started the same 
year. Valley manpower, largely 
English, was depleted through 
enlistment, and disaster struck 
the economy. 

Two years later the badly hit 
lake freight business received 
another blow when the Kettle 
Valley Railway came into com
petition. This forced the CPR to 
lay up the Aberdeen, Okanagan 
and Kaleden, a smaller 
stemwheeler. 

Next week: The men who sail
ed the sternwheelers. 



*y, June 6,1984 
Op-ed 

The men of the sternwheelers 

Second of a two part series. 
The Sicamous survived the 

war but soon trucks, buses and 
cars took a toll of her freight and 
passenger trade. When a com
petitive rail spur was built from 
Kamloops to Kelowna in 
February 1926, the end was 
evident. 

After threatening to end the 
stemwheeler service in 1931, 
the CPR, under pressure, pro
longed the agony until January 
1935 when the service was ter
minated forever. 

For 16 years the Sicamous 
lay at her birthplace, Okanagan 
Landing, slowly dying. Then in 

August 1951, the Penticton 
Gyro Club bought her for $1, 
towed her to Penticton and 
beached her on Lakeshore 
Drive. In queenly manner her 
days are now spent gazing over 
the great lake she plied for 21 
years. . 

So much for the stern
wheelers. What of the nhen who 
sailed them? 

There were many captains of 
large and small sternwheelers 
on Okanagan Lake, but two 
became best known for the time 
served and the large ships they 
captained. 

Captain George Ludlow 
Estabrooks had been on the Ar
row Lakes for some years 
before arriving in October 1898 
to take command of the 
Aberdeen. 

In 1907 he became the first 
captain of the Okanagan and 
held that post for seven years 
when he took over as the first 
skipper of the Sicamous. 

Obliged to retire in January 
1915, he lived another eleven, 
years died in Penticton at age 
62. 

The officer with the longest 

service was Joseph B. Weeks 
who captained ships from 1904 
to 1935 and logged over two 
million miles. 

In 1897 at age 20, he joined 
the Aberdeen as deckhand 
under Capt. Estabrooks. Ten 
years later he progressed to 
captain the Aberdeen until 
1922. From then, until her 
denriise in 1935, he was the 
popular captain of the 
Sicamous. Retiring in 1942, he 
lived another 27 years, dying at 
92 in Penticton. 

Walter Edward Spiller, a 47 
year veteran with many CPR 
ships, was the last of the 
Okanagan stemwheeler cap
tains when he died February 12, 
1984, aged 87. 

It seems a coincidence that 
he was also the last captain of 
the last stemwheeler, the 
Sicamous, when she made her 
last trip to Penticton. 

So endeth the 98 year history 
of steamboating on Okanagan 
Lake the Alpha and Omega 
with Capt. Shorts in 1886 and 
Capt. Spiller in 1984. 

A S.S. Sicamous reunion, August, 1964: top row, from left, 
Capt. Otta EstabroQics, Capt. W. Spiiler, Jack Vass, Capt, 
J.B. Weeks. Front row, W. Bremnar, D. Tuclcer, Ed Wallcer. Capt. T.D. Shorts 
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Farewell Party On Board 
^^^^ _____ « 

For The Last Regular Run 
The S.S. Sicamous made her 

final, regular run on. Jan . 5, 
The Journey was made 

from Penticton to Okanagan 
Landing where she went into 
drydock. 

In a report, datelined K e l -
mvTia, the Herald told of the 
final run and stated: 

The S. S. Sicamous, which'has 

New Era With 
Branch Line 
The completion, on May 12, 

. 1892, of the rai lway branch line 
ihetween Sicamous and Okana
gan Landing, opened up a new 
era of transportation on Okan-

I agan L a k e , 

The fine sfem-whee^r, pas-
I senger steamer Aberdeen, was 
I launched by the C P R nine days 
I earlier. Originally a woodburn-
er, she vvas converted to coal 
in 1902. She measured 146 feet 
by 29.9 feet by 6.8 feet, and had 
a gross tonnage of 554 tons. 

Traffic was so heavy that in 
1905, the twin-screw steamer 
York was placed into service 
to help with the freight. 

Prior to this, the little, 55 foot 
wood - burning stern - wheeler 
F a i r \ i e w was biiilt in 1894 to 
run from Penticton to Okanagan 
Fal l s , then knowni as Dog Town 
after Skaha L a k e which was 
once called Dog Lake . 

plied Okanagan waters as a 
passenger and freight steamer 
since May, 1914, made her last 
regular trip as at present con
stituted on Saturday last, and 
on Sunday she returned from 
Penticton to Okanagan Landing 
\\iiere she entered drydock to 
undergo a general overhaul, the 
work of which will occupy 
several months. 

On Saturday's run the Sica
mous carried between 50 and 60 
passengers, accounted for by 
the fact that the Kelowna Board 
of Trade organized a large 
party to enjoy a lake cruise to 
Okanagan Landing and return 
on the occasion of the final trip 
before the overhaul. 

The board of Trade party of 
40 included many of the old-

timers of the district and a few 
from other Okanagan points on 
the lake, making the trip a 
memorable one. 

Presentation of a pen and pen
cil desk set was made to Capt. 
Joseph Weeks, who has been in 
the service 37 years, and 
Purser Watson was presented 
with cigars and cigarettes for 
distribution among the crew. 

Luncheon was enjoyed on 
the boat and a very happy time 
was spent. 

Penticton members of the 
party were Dr . and Mrs. R . B . 
White. 

Sixteen years later, tlie S.S. 
Sicamous was to make another 
run down the lake, when she 
came to Pentitcon and her final 
berth. 

Launching 
Was Marred 

The S.S. Sicamous slid down 
the ways at Okanagan Lanriing 
at 2:15 p.m., on Tuesday, May 
19, 1914. 

A 'launching ceremony was 
performed by Mrs. Corbett, 
daughter of Capt. Gore of L^el-
son, then head of the Inland 
Waters Steamer Service which 
was to become the B . C . Lak« 
and River Service of the C P R . 

However, a snag occurred and 
the vessc?! failed to float, the 
cradle of the ways sticking 
showing three feet six inches 6t 
water. 

The steamers Okanagan and 
Castlegar failed to pull the Sica
mous further, and the Okanagan 
had to leave for her regular run 
to Penticton. 

The Castlegar and the Aber
deen carried on with the work 
and were successful in floating 
the' wSicamous at 7 p.m., on tht 
night of May 19. 1911. 


