
The Steamer Merrimac: Stern Wheeler Excursions for Sunshine or Moonlight 
 

In summers between June 6, 1892 and September 13, 
1910, West Newbury’s holiday making townsfolk 
boarded the steamer Merrimac, exchanging daily 
chores and cares for glorious adventures on the river 
and at the seaside. The Merrimac sailed between 
Haverhill and Black Rocks in Salisbury, stopping in 
Newburyport and sometimes other river towns along 
the way.  

Boat traffic had long traversed the Merrimack River, 
carrying freight and passengers. As early as 1849, the 
steamer California served a regular route between 
Haverhill and Newburyport, stopping at both 
Whetstone landing and Cheney’s Ferry in West 
Newbury. In 1892 on Ring’s Island, Lemuel 
Marquand built the Merrimac as a pleasure boat: a 
stern-wheeler about 200 tons register, capable of 
boarding some 800 passengers, who often were 
entertained with band music during the trip. On May 
31, 1892, the Newburyport Daily News reported that the 
Merrimac had been inspected and the steamer was 
“perfectly safe in every respect.” In the years 
following, the paper announced the Merrimac’s first 
sailing of the year, saluting summer’s arrival. 

The Merrimac carried day trippers upriver to 
Haverhill to see such spectacles as Barnum’s Circus 
and the cattle show featuring plowing contests and 
draft oxen trials. Sometimes, the journey alone was 
worth the 25¢ fare: those leaving Newburyport or 
Salisbury could sail “Up River by Moonlight! … Cadet 
Band will furnish music.” Mostly, however, the 
Merrimac took excursionists from all over the 
Merrimack Valley for a day at Salisbury Beach, with 
twice-daily trips between Haverhill’s steamboat 
landing Chase’s Wharf to Salisbury’s Black Rocks. 

In the late 1800s to early 1900s, Salisbury Beach “was 
a wildly popular amusement and vacation destination, 
populated by several hotels and hundreds of 
cottages.” Attractions included a dance hall, bowling 
alley, roller skating rink, and the “spiral thriller” roller 
coaster. Tourists on the Merrimac arrived at Black 
Rocks’ wharf, near the current boat ramp at the 
southern end of the state reservation. They then 
boarded a small electric trolley to the beachfront’s 
center. Often they lunched at the elegant 100-room 
Cushing Hotel, which opened in 1897 and was lost in 
the Great Fire of 1913, which forever changed 
Salisbury Beach. 

Merrymakers from West Newbury boarded the Merri-
mac from its primary ports and sometimes from 
Whetstone landing. Groups such as the Grand Army 
of the Republic organized multi-town outings, with 
stops along the river, including in West Newbury. The 
West Newbury Cadet Band arranged an annual “West 
Newbury day on the steamer Merrimac,” traveling 
from Whetstone landing to Black Rocks and back. 
The landing, primarily a coal and freight depot lacking 
a passenger wharf, was viewed as an embarkation 
point in want of improvement. Townspeople hoped, 
in 1893, that “the steamboat company [would] build a 
wharf at West Newbury … and have the steamer 
Merrimac make regular stops there on its down river 
trips.” In 1896 a temporary wharf was installed at 
Whetstone Landing for the annual Town excursion to 
Salisbury Beach, and in succeeding years citizens 
unsuccessfully petitioned town meeting for a new 
wharf and driveway “at a cost of three hundred and 
fifty dollars.” 

Disaster struck on the evening of Sunday, September 
3, 1899: the Merrimac was shipwrecked in West 
Newbury. In the dark on the return trip from Black 
Rocks the ship struck Currier’s Rocks at low tide. At 
a spot upriver of Rocks Bridge near where Pentucket 
High School now stands, it was grounded, broken, 
and leaking badly. Some 300 passengers safely 
evacuated in small boats, but the Merrimac’s 
condition was less robust. The Daily News headlined: 
“Will Never Float Again: But Little Prospect of Saving 
the Steamer Merrimac.” Yet, on September 25th, “the 
steamer Merrimac went up river from West Newbury 
… to her wharf in Haverhill under her own steam. 
The boat looked somewhat the worst for her stay 
under water but nothing but what can be speedily 
remedied.” 

It was not the Merrimack River’s treacherous rocks 
and currents, but rather competition from electric 
trolley cars that put an end to the steamer Merrimac. 
Its summer season started later in 1910, and in July it 
ceased regular stops in Newburyport because the 
“traffic to Newburyport only has been so light that the 
time consumed in making the stop was practically 
wasted.” In May of 1911, it was announced that the 
Merrimac would likely not run that summer. “Since 
the advent of electric cars,” it had become a money 
loser, ending the delightful days of the steamer 
Merrimac’s river excursions.  

http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=daily_herald_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18490813_english_1&df=31&dt=40&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=daily_herald_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18490813_english_1&df=31&dt=40&cid=2710
https://www.google.com/books/edition/History_of_Newburyport_Mass/Nr0WAAAAYAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://www.google.com/books/edition/History_of_Newburyport_Mass/Nr0WAAAAYAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011892-12311893&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930818_english_2&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&by=1892&bdd=1890&d=05011892-10311892&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18920531_english_4&df=1&dt=7&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011894-12311895&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18940526_english_3&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011894-12311895&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18940526_english_3&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011892-12311893&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930630_english_2&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011892-12311893&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930916_english_2&df=11&dt=20&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011892-12311893&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930725_english_6&df=51&dt=60&cid=2710
https://www.newburyportnews.com/news/local_news/today-marks-100th-anniversary-of-devastating-salisbury-beach-fire/article_897c9099-d07b-5c13-83aa-73e2bb3bf576.html
https://historyofmassachusetts.org/salisbury-massachusetts-history/
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011899-12311905&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_19020606_english_1&df=81&dt=90&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011899-12311905&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_19020628_english_1&df=101&dt=110&cid=2710
https://historyofmassachusetts.org/salisbury-massachusetts-history/
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930817_english_8&df=51&dt=60&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930817_english_8&df=51&dt=60&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18940806_english_4&df=61&dt=70&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18940806_english_4&df=61&dt=70&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18960304_english_1&df=51&dt=60&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930817_english_8&df=51&dt=60&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18930817_english_8&df=51&dt=60&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=whetstone&i=f&d=01011773-12311963&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18960801_english_4&df=51&dt=60&cid=2710
https://www.wnewbury.org/historical-commission/files/1898-annual-town-report
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22merrimac%22&i=f&by=1899&bdd=1890&d=09011899-09121899&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18990905_english_1&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&by=1899&bdd=1890&d=08011899-10011899&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18990921_english_1&df=21&dt=22&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&by=1899&bdd=1890&d=08011899-10011899&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18990921_english_1&df=21&dt=22&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22merrimac%22&i=f&by=1899&bdd=1890&d=09011899-09121899&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18990905_english_4&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011899-12311905&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18990908_english_1&df=11&dt=20&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011899-12311905&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18990926_english_1&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%22&i=f&by=1910&bdd=1910&d=05011910-10311910&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_19100719_english_6&df=61&dt=70&cid=2710
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%22&i=f&by=1911&bdd=1910&d=05011911-10311911&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_19110517_english_7&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710


The Steamer Merrimac: Stern Wheeler Excursions for Sunshine or Moonlight 
 

Source: Ebay 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: 6/4/1892 Newburyport Daily News 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
    Source: 5/28/2015 Eagle Tribune 

 
Source: 9/5/1899 Newburyport Daily News                

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Black Rocks & Salisbury RR Source: G.A.R. Library 
Source: Wikimedia.org 

       

https://i.ebayimg.com/images/g/UZ4AAOSwqtZfb4aM/s-l400.jpg
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22steamer%20merrimac%22&i=f&d=01011891-12311892&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18920604_english_4&df=1&dt=7&cid=2710
https://www.eagletribune.com/returning-to-haverhills-river-past/article_1b8ad533-db9b-5024-b15d-f8199ed1b563.html
http://newburyport.advantage-preservation.com/viewer/?k=%22merrimac%22&i=f&by=1899&bdd=1890&d=09011899-09121899&m=between&ord=k1&fn=newburyport_daily_news_usa_massachusetts_newburyport_18990905_english_1&df=1&dt=10&cid=2710
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hotel_Cushing,_Salisbury_Beach,_MA.jpg



