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Historic Millersburg Ferry keeps on churning,
thanks to dedicated operators

by J. F. Pirro

ILOTING ONE OF THE
NATION’S LAST two wooden
double-stern wheel pad-
dle ferry boats across a
historic stretch of the
Susquehanna River has

its unique challenges.

Chief among them is the notoriously
serene and scenic river itself. Al-
though short on water at times, the
Susquehanna remains flooded with

Dauphin & Perry
counties gg

charm in the tradition of the Millersburg
Ferry, which has been taking passengers
and vehicles between Millersburg, Dau-
phin County, and Crow’s Landing in Buf-
falo Township just south of Liverpool,
Perry County, for more than two centu-
ries. The ferry service holds the title as
Pennsylvania’s oldest existing transpor-
tation company.

“We’re trying to keep the boats
and the tradition afloat,” says

David Russell, president of the Millers-
burg Ferry Boat Association, making what
they do sound simpler than it s.

The challenges begin with the river’s
water level. If it’s too shallow, the boats
bottom out paddle first; if it’s too high
and windy, the faster current becomes
unmanageable. The U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers dictates the waterway, and there
are also required standards and regulations
for annual U.S. Coast Guard inspections.
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Then, too, the Millersburg Ferry Boat
Association must attract and pay properly
trained and qualified licensed captains,
who are required to have a §0-ton unre-
stricted inland waters U.S. Coast Guard
captain’s license. The challenges in keep-
ing the ferry operational don’t stop there.

Making sure the two ferryboats—the
Roaring Bull V, which is painted barn red,
and the Falcon I11I, which is battleship
grey—are fit for duty comes fraught with
logistical complications and expensive
supplies. Some of the most reliable car-
penters recently retired. While volunteers
come and go, a few diehards stay on.

Furthermore, insurance premiums keep
pace with inflation rather than the ferry’s

safe performance record. Recent bequests
have helped, but at various times, the
boats’ custodians have worried about how
to afford nails, let alone the 70-foot-long
boards needed for repairs.

“But we're all proud to be part of it, so it
helps if it stays alive,” says Tom Mallonee,
who came on as a captain in 1999. “If
not, we'll feel like we lost the battle, and
at times, it is a battle. If we continue to
succeed, it’s bragging rights.”

It is this dedication and commitment
to the Millersburg Ferry that keeps the
boats moving back and forth across the
river, season after season, even as the op-
eration’s success remains rife with many

challenges.

Millersburg Ferry’s Roaring Bull approaches
the Susquehanna River eastern bank,
delivering its passengers to Millersburg,
Dauphin County, after departing earlier from
Liverpool, Perry County. Behind the boat, part
of the ferry wall (or dam) can be seen; it helps
to keep a sufficient water level for operations.

MATTHEW K. HOLLIDAY

History of the Ferry

THE ORIGINS OF A ferry at Millersburg date
back to Crow’s Ferry in 1817, which is
proven by alease between Michael Crow
(Krough) Sr., a local landowner on the
western shore since 1798, and George
Carson of Upper Paxton Township on
the eastern side. Legend, though, has
a possible predecessor on the Susque-
hanna—Barber’s Ferry at Liverpool may
have operated between the two shores as
early as 1760. Two other ferries appear on
a1792 map, one unnamed and the other
associated with a Weaver (a sawmill owner
on the Millersburg side) and Lytle’s Ferry
at McClellan, which may have existed in
the 1770s.
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‘What is known about the history of
the Millersburg Ferry is that the Crow
family began dying off by the early 1830s.
On the river’s opposite side, along riv-
erfront property that he established as
Millersburg in 1807, Daniel Miller had
anchored himself and claimed ferry and
shad fishery rights. In a turn of fortune,
Miller may have been duped when his
eastern shore landing rights sold for
$60 at sheriff’s sale to David Kreamer
(Kramer), who negotiated ferry rights
into the deed. The ferry at Millersburg
was officially established in 1826.

The 444-mile-long Susquehanna River—
the East Coast’s longest—was crucial for
transporting bulk materials that helped
to build a nation. Over the years, more
than roo ferries operated along the
Susquehanna and its tributaries —with
Millersburg being the last remaining one.
The earliest rugged rivermen ran the wa-

Aview of the Falcon fromthe
wheelhouse of the Roaring

Bull on the Liverpool side'of the
river. (right) The boats and their
attached rafts must pass required
U.S. Coast Guard inspections each
year prior to being cleared for
service. The boats also undergo
annual maintenance pri tothe
start of the season (ale:i Memo-

rial Day).

tershed between Otsego Lake in New
York and Havre de Grace in Maryland in
skiffs, poleboats and flats (rafts).

Aferryboat was a luxury, and the Crows

and Kramers (and a subsequent series of
owners, including Joseph Johnson, John S.
Freck and Philip Myer into the 1870s and
’80s) became the Hatfields and McCoys
in court and out. The families fought over
the rights to cross the river until a decade
later when a consolidation happened
while two ferries were in the hands of the
McConnell family. An entrepreneurial
group, the McConnells quickly divested
ownership shares to others.

In the early 1900s, the Hunter and Radel
families took over, and for the next six de-
cades, they produced long-term captains
and a deeper interest in service and shore-
line revenue and entertainment, particularly
in what they named Maple Grove Park on
the western shore at Crow’s Landing.

Running seven days a week for 14 to 18
hours a day until the late 1960s, the ferry
was a significant part of the local economy,
serving as an extension of the railroad
terminal on the eastern shore at Mill-
ersburg that delivered freight to farmers,
merchants and residents. This historic use
of the crossing was an important element
init being named to the National Register
of Historic Places in 2006.

Only once has ferry traffic here been
threatened. In 1919, Gov. Martin Grove
Brumbaugh vetoed a state bill that would
have authorized the construction of a
bridge between the two shores, similar to
spans built 17 miles south at Duncannon
and 28 miles north at Sunbury.

New Lease on Life

IN 1972, OWNER ROBERT Wallis leased the

Millersburg Ferry to Jack Dillman, a leg-
endary riverman and full-time captain, and

his wife, Betty. Dillman would eventually
need his U.S. Navy sailor’s pension to fund

the ferry’s increasingly sporadic operations.

In1990, to avoid disbanding and selling
off the boats, Wallis sold the operation to
Community Banks, N.A. for $10,000. In
turn, the bank donated the ferry business
to the Millersburg Chamber of Com-
merce, which then established the non-
profit association that exists today:.

Millersburg Ferry Boat Association
President Russell, a 78-year-old retired
dentist, fondly remembers talks with
Dillman while they crossed the Susque-
hanna in one of the paddleboats.

“When you get on the boat, it puts life’s
problems behind you,” he says. “You look
around and see the beauty, and for some
reason, it’s all better seen within the gen-
tle, quiet view of the river. It takes the
urgency of daily life away. You step back
and relax.”

Each year, the ferry’s operators strive
to make the first launch of the season
either before or during the Memorial
Day weekend. The actual date is subject
to pending spring repairs and inspections,
but no one rushes it, pre- or post-launch.
The boats are run on-demand on week-
ends (and typically only one at a time) into
September, unless a dry summer causes
the water level to drop as it has the last
two summers.

‘While passenger numbers are down—
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4,496 in 2024 and just 3,123 last year—
Melanie Morrison, the association’s

operations manager, remains optimistic.
She continues with fundraising events and

targeted billboard advertising that pro-
motes “aride into the past.” As she says,

“The ferry’s configurations are so unique,
people will ask, “What's that thing?’ If they
don’t know, they’re definitely curious.”

‘With the addition of Capt. Doug Stod-
dard, who will obtain his U.S. Coast Guard
specialty license this year, the association
will add service three more days a week to
bring the total up to six days.

More rides mean more smiles on peo-
ple’s faces, says the 68-year-old Mallonee.
He himself is hoping to work into his
mid-7os before giving full right of way to
younger captains, such as Nathan Hoy, 33,
who has been helping dry-dock the boats
since he was 13.

During its history, the Millersburg Ferry
has had its share of long-serving captains,
including Charles T. “Jack” or “Fuzzy”
Haine, who was at the helm from 1926 to
1988 and Warren “Pop” Hunter, another
ancient mariner who began ferrying in
1907 and didn’t retire until 1968 at age 81.

Many point to Dillman, who at 97,
continues to paddle along—much like
the boats themselves —as the last of this
region’s river captain breed. To many, Dill-
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man embodies the ferry To him, the river’s
been a “blood brother,” as he remarks in
his 2009 autobiography. He writes, “Mark
"Twain would have felt right at home” on
the Susquehanna, just as he did.

Dillman’s years of piloting the ferry
slots in as just another specialty in a 65-
year career spent captaining nine com-
mercial boats on the Susquehanna, the
first being in coal rigging. For 27 years,
he helmed the Millersburg Ferry before
ending his command time on the water as
captain of the fancy double-decker Pride
of the Susquehanna paddleboat, which
makes tourist excursions on the Susque-
hanna from its home dock in Harrisburg.

Twice last summer, Dillman rode across
the Susquehanna on the Roaring Bull,
which at one time, he navigated daily
from dawn to dusk. “He’s had a hard time
watching it become a tourist boat,” his
daughter Joyce Erdossy admits. “He still
calls it the common carrier.”

From Freight to Tourists

A 1918 FARE PRICE list shows what the ferry
once hauled in abundance—teams of
horses, cattle, grain and lumber. By the
1940s, freight had been replaced by pe-
destrians and wheeled vehicles. Horses
and buggies were absent for decades until
they reappeared in the 1970s as an influx

of Amish and Mennonite families moved
into the region to farm.

“That’s brought a new level of economy
here,” Russell says. “Of course, we have
to keep manure scoopers on hand.”

As for fares, prices for this summer
reflect modern times. Transporting a
horse, buggy and driver costs $30 one
way; an automobile and driver, $20; and a
motorcycle or golf cart and driver, $15. Ad-
ditional passengers as well as pedestrians
pay $5 each, with those age 4 and under
riding free. In recent years, charters have
been added in which the boats will ferry
up to 45 guests for such events as on-board
weddings and engagement, anniversary
or birthday parties at $300 for the first
hour, $150 for each additional hour.

“Guys my age say it used to be a quarter
one way and 50 cents round trip,” Russell
says. As he thinks about the upcoming
season, he says, “With gas prices up, and
the river flowing, we need to get the boats
back up and running.”

In mid-March, the boats were still dry-
docked as they underwent annual inspec-
tions and local carpenter repairs. Russell
worries about the inspections, where a
diagnosis could ground operations.

“But we've always been told (by inspectors)
that we go above and beyond,” Mallonee says.

Recently, the Coast Guard approved
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switching the boats from a non-native

Doulas fir pulled from the Pacific North-
west to a pine laminate manufactured by
RigidPly Rafters in Richland, Lebanon

County. The hope is the new material will

add longevity to the boat sides, center and

internal beams where the bottom locally
supplied hemlock planks are fitted and

fastened. All the wood must be trucked

down difficult turns to the river, where

it is unloaded onto dollies and moved by
volunteers to the boats in an orchestrated

dance over a month’s time.

“Many of us are dedicated to
keeping this going. There’s a
lot of love in this community,”

— Tom Mallonee
CAPTAIN OF THE MILLERSBURG FERRY SINCE 1999

“When this began, ferry owners owned
sawmills,” Russell says. “We don’t have
that luxury anymore.”

The association recently purchased a
small nearby lot with along-range plan to
expand its land holdings and erect build-
ings to consolidate storage. However, the
cost to stay afloat is already $100,000 a

year with expenses often going higher,
depending on the needs of the boats. This
year, the Roaring Bull— the latest version
dates to 1998 —essentially has to be rebuilt.
The earliest versions of both boats date to
the 1920s when gasoline replaced steam
for power.

“Tradition is the concept, and keep-
ing them wooden is one of our claims,”
Russell says.

“Many of us are dedicated to keeping
this going,” Mallonee adds. “There’s a lot
of love in this community, and it’s shown
over the years.”

Beyond each vessel’s color and
construction, the two ferryboats
are similar and powered by a F4L
Deutz four-cylinder air-cooled
diesel marine motor. The Roaring
Bull has a horizontal helm, mean-
ing its captain’s wheel, which is
a large steel spoked ring, is hor-
izontal. The Falcon’s wheel, on
the other hand, is smaller and vertically
oriented with conventional captain’s
wheel pegs around the circumference.

As the paddled water hits the rudder—
called “a washed rudder” — the captain
has to overcome this flow when turning.
Mallonee finds it easier to belly up inside
the Roaring Bull, but he likes how the

Falcon, which dates to 1974, still has a
pot-belly stove, which comes in handy
on cooler days. He also likes the Roaring
Bull’s horn, which was taken from an old
aircraft carrier and can scatter swimmers
when the vessel approaches shorelines.

At a speed around § miles per hour, the
ride across the mile-wide Susquehanna
takes about 20 minutes each way. The cap-
tain chooses the passage channel—high,
middle or low—based on water depth and
conditions. An inch in depth can make
a huge difference. Mallonee believes the
sights and sounds experienced while on a
crossing help to make the ride more enticing.

“We'll see eagles on a regular basis, also
egrets,” he says. “Iwice, big bass have
jumped aboard.”

While the fares help with keeping the
last operating ferry on the Susquehanna
River afloat, they don’t stretch as far as
the time and energy of volunteers or the
smiles of passengers.

“We'’ve built it and continue rebuilding
it, so now we beckon people to come,”
Mallonee says. “So if you see us operating,
use us and help us continue to be the
last one.” #

—J.F. Pirro writes from Quakertown.

Evening on the Roa ring B“" by Jack N. Dillman, from his book Life and Times of Jack Dillman

The sun is setting in the west. The drop board and the fall board rasse, The pilot whistles at the wheel. For be must land the “Roaring Bull”
The day is almost gone, The lines are cast ashore. A bappy man is be, As gently as can be.
And, , th lights . . For be has b to bebold .
@(]\Z’; bybzz e A clutch is gently thrown in gear. Ao; ell ‘;j .:.dj;y o oeno The paddles stop, then start again,
ersburg come on. all of it is free.
‘ The rudders are aligned, " o Then stop again once more.
There is a quiet peacefulness Andnow a ninesfoot paddlewheel The beauty of a river The ferry slowly comes about
That stretches far and wide; Leaves Millersburg bebind. With its islands far and wide, And softly touches shore.
A stillness in the sleepy t The b th tai
! ne..vs m. ej. Py e Bebind the churning paddlewheel e beauty of the moun. s The boat is tied, the windows closed,
And by its riverside. . That appear on every side. )
The water splashes high. The flag is put away,
The boats along the waterfront It scares a flock of sleeping ducks The beauty of an autumn moon The pilot beads for home and rest.
Are anchored for the night, Though not enough to fly. That peeps above a hill He’ had a busy day.
And only on th boat The b the cabin st
e efmy ” It leaves a wake of rolling waves ‘ eazft)/ of the cabin < .ove Ifyou should come to Millersburg
Isthere a soul in sight. : That drives away the chill. :
Beneath the evening sky. And take a ferry ride,
The pilot of the “Roaring Bull” Across the ferry starboard bow The lights along the western shore You'll see a lovely river
Surveys the setting sun. An island passes by. Are few and far between, With its islands far and wide.
Hes got to go where it h While b d there beneath the t
= .ogo “ fre e Abead is seen a silhouette. ze e‘re nd there beneatn (e frees You'll see just what the pilot saw
Before his work is done. . . Theres little to be seen.
A boat comes into view, For there’ so much to see.
A beavy engine roars to life An eastbound heading ferryboat, The pilots whistle dies away, And if I have my way with you,
Where all was calm before. The “Falcon” and its crew. All business now is be, You'll feel the same as be.
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