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Meagan Francis as Alma Stossel, center, and the other village women during the Twin City Players’ “The Christmas Schooner.”
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ships during the late 1800s
and early 1900s, “The
Christmas Schooner,” a
musical written by John
Reeger with music and lyr-
ics by Julie Shannon, tells
the true story of a Michi-
gan shipping captain who
braves the deadly winter
weather to bring Christ-
mas trees to homesick
German-American
families in turn-of-the-
century Chicago.

The story is simple. It
pits the altruistic wish of
Captain Peter Stossel
(Karol Garrison) to bring
Christmas joy to Chicago
against the need of his
wife, Alma (Meagan
Francis), to protect her
husband by keeping him
from the foolhardy
journey. The captain’s
selflessness inspires his
son, Karl (Will Turner at
age 9, Jason Cope at age
15), earns the trust of his
aged father, Gustav (John
Berecz), and eventually,
the understanding and
acceptance of his wife.

“It’s based on a German
family in Manistee, Mich.,
around 1882,” Klein says.
“My character, Oskar, is
one of the crewman of the
schooner owned by Peter
Stossel, who runs lumber
during the sailing season.
The captain gets a letter
from his cousin in Chi-
cago who says they can’t
get Christmas trees in the
city. So the captain
decides to harvest them
and take them to Chicago.
On that first trip, he’s
wondering if anybody is
even going to be there
when they arrive, and
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Karol Garrison plays Captain Peter Stossel, right, and Will Turner
portrays Captain Stossel’s son Karl in the Twin City Players’ pro-
duction of “The Christmas Schooner.”

when they do there’s 500
people waiting on the
docks.”

“The Christmas Schoo-
ner” is based on the true
story of the Rouse
Simmons, a Great Lakes
schooner that sunk in a
violent storm on Lake
Michigan on Nov. 23,
1912. Each year, its
captain, whose real name
was Herman Schuen-
emann, would sell trees
right off of the ship at the
Clark Street Docks, and
was known to give free
trees to the needy.

“The story sits espe-

cially close to home for
me, not just because it’s
set on the shores of Lake
Michigan, but because my
ancestors two or three
generations ago, who were
German immigrants, went
up north to be loggers,”
Mow says. “I don’t know
if they were part of any of
these ships, but the more
I've delved into it myself,
the more it’s become really
personal.”

The cast features more
than 35 members, an
immense set — including
the ship — designed by
John Taylor, and a

six-member live orchestra.
Notable songs from the
musical include “We All
Have Songs,” “Pass it On,”
“What is it About the
Water?,” “Winterfest
Polka,” “Questions” and
“Hardwater Sailors.”

“As we’ve talked about
this, every one of us has
said at one time, ‘T’ve
never done a play where
T've played a real person,”
Klein says. “T don’t know
if Oskar existed, but
somebody like Oskar
certainly did. When the
crew gets to Chicago and
all these people are waving
at us, you realize this isn’t
a typical trip. They are
bringing something more
than just trees. It’s a
family story about tradi-
tions and overcoming
tragedy and what the
Christmas spirit is all
about. And it’s real. That’s
what makes it so impact-
ful.”

It’s not hard for Klein
to think of family during
this particular production.
His wife, Barbara Klein, is
one of the costumers for
the production. His
daughter, Lauren Klein, is
a member of the ensemble
as well. Then there’s those
soon-to-be arriving
grandchildren, Madeline,
8, and Evan, 5, from
Chardon, Ohio.

“My grandkids are
coming in for the Christ-
mas holiday a few days
early because they’ve
never seen their grandpa
perform before,” Klein
says. “It means so much to
me because it’s such a
beautiful story. I'm so
glad they’re going to see
this show.”

Contact: jbonfiglio@TheHP.com, 932-
0364, Twitter: @HPBonfiglio
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“I'm bringing back the
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