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� ��!�" ���#�$� For the benefit of landlubbers who might stumble across this 
article, distinguishing 'cruise ships' from ocean liners is considered a necessity.  
 
A cruise ship is defined as a vessel whose voyages and amenities are an integral 
part of a leisure experience. Transportation from one place to another is not a 
prime purpose for such ships. They most often return their passengers to the port 
of origin. They may call at other ports, or make short 'cruises to nowhere'. 
Interruption of schedule is often necessary to avoid bad weather and rough seas.    �
�
Ocean liners, on the other hand, typically transported passengers, cargo and 
mail from one point to another. They adhered to tight operating schedules and 
were often designed to carry multiple classes of paying passengers. They also 
were stoutly built to resist all kinds of weather in the open ocean, especially those 
that transited the North Atlantic. Unfortunately, now, they are mostly memories.   
 
The birth of cruising can be traced as far back as 1844. That year, a British 
shipping line, the Peninsular & Oriental Steam Navigation Company, began to 
use its ocean liners to offer 'sea tours' to Mediterranean ports such as Gibraltar, 
Malta and Athens from Southampton, England.    



 2 

Even earlier than that, a vessel named FRANCESCO I was utilized to provide 
excursions and guided tours in the Med for the aristocracy of Europe. She did not 
offer a commercial cruising opportunity to the general public. 
 
In 1891, 241 passengers enjoyed a two month-long cruise on the German ocean 
liner AUGUSTA VICTORIA in the Mediterranean and to ports in the Near East 
that included guided tours ashore at numerous places. One of those passengers 
was Albert Ballin, general director of the Hamburg-America Line.       
 

�%����� ���#&������##�' ���$� Albert�Ballin often sailed 
in his firm's trans-Atlantic vessels in order to get a first 
hand report on customers' likes and dislikes. The initial 
cruise of the AUGUSTA VICTORIA was organized and 
then personally supervised by him.   
 
It was originally intended to be a way to keep the shipping 
firm's vessels busy during the winter season. The number 
of voyages across the North Atlantic were minimized 
during rough winter weather because many travelers chose 
to wait until Spring to make a more pleasurable crossing.  

 
The cruising project was a huge success, and the next year additional Hamburg-
America Line ships were utilized for this purpose during the winter. Although 
popular with the public, those early cruises, called 'excursions', proved difficult to 
operate when using ocean liners as cruise ships. Such vessels, designed and 
fitted for high speed Atlantic crossings of a few days were not well suited for 
leisurely weeks-long cruises and stops in shallow harbors of tourist interest.    
 
In 1899, spearheaded by Albert Ballin, the Hamburg-America Line commissioned 
German shipbuilder Blohm & Voss to construct the first purpose-built cruise ship 
in the world. Albert Ballin also had a major role in the vessel's design, which was 
largely tailored to satisfy the needs and desires of well-to-do passengers who 
wished to experience an unhurried ocean cruise.     
 
���� � (�� )�$� The name chosen for this first-of-a-
kind vessel was PRINZESSIN VICTORIA LUISE, in honor 
of the Princess Victoria Luise, the youngest daughter of 
Kaiser Wilhelm II. It was quite common, back then, for the 
Hamburg-American Line to name their vessels after 
members of the German royal family. 
 
The princess [right] was eight years old in 1900 when the 
vessel was launched. The  cruise ship was christened on 
June 29, 1900. Her sponsor, the former Mary Esther Lee of 
New York City, was the Countess von Waldersee, wife of a 
German Army Field Marshal.  
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��"�#�" �� * � $� The PRINZESSIN VICTORIA LUISE looked more like a 
large yacht than an ocean-going vessel. But unlike most modern cruise ships, 
she was sturdy; designed and constructed to handle winter transits of the North 
Atlantic, as well as being suited for cruising in the Med or the Caribbean. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The world's first purpose-built cruise ship measured 407.5 in length, with a beam 
of 52.2 feet. Her displacement was 4,409 tons. Coal-fired boilers and quadruple 
expansion reciprocating engines gave her a top speed of 15 knots. Her hull and 
superstructure were painted white, in a time when ocean liners predominately 
had black hulls. Her tall, twin masts and funnels, were buff colored. There was a 
notable absence of any heavy cargo handling gear topside. No large general 
cargo holds were included in her interior design.  
 
The PRINZESSIN VICTORIA LUISE's hull was steel with plating arranged in a  
system in which the plates were not overlapped, which was the normal 
commercial shipbuilding practice at that time. Instead, a far more expensive 
fastener design, usually only found in yachts, was utilized.  

 
Her plating was fitted flush and 
then joined together using 
countersunk  rivets which 
connected the plates to butt 
joint liners on the inside and 
butt seam straps on the exterior 
[see drawing below].  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

She had a finely shaped, well rounded stern, which was richly decorated, as the 
image [above, left] indicates. She sported a clipper bow that featured elaborate 
gold scrollwork and was fitted with what appears to be a decorative-only bow 
sprint plus a figurehead of her namesake.  
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+��� ������ �#�������$� Once 
onboard, the PRINZENNIN 
VICTORIA LUISE's passengers 
enjoyed an experience unlike 
that found on any other vessels 
afloat in 1900.� Often described 
as a floating palace, she had 
120 cabins, all first class and all 
included bathrooms. The 
spacious staterooms, a sample 
of which is depicted on the right  
were luxuriously appointed in 
the ornate and heavy-handed 
style of that period. Wood 
paneling and brass fixtures 
were used extensively. 
 
The vessel's public spaces were no less ornate. In addition to the usual 
assemblage of lounges, dining rooms, smoking rooms and promenades...both 
open and enclosed...there was also a library, a gymnasium [both depicted 
below], a music room and even a darkroom for use by passengers who wished to 
develop their own film. 

 
 
 
.    
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One of the spaces, designated 
as the 'Conversation Salon' for 
ladies [right], featured a portrait 
of the vessel's namesake 
above the entryway. The main 
dining saloon, the largest room 
on the vessel, ran the full width 
of the ship and extended three 
decks high in the center portion; 
not unlike similar spaces on 
ocean liners and cruise ships of 
the 20th century.     
 
The following hand-colored 
image of the vessel's smoking 
room, which once appeared in a brochure offered to prospective passengers, 
provides some idea of the extensive use of rich colors, fabrics and carved wood 
paneling used to create a one-of-a-kind ship's interior. Other public spaces were 
similarly richly appointed.  
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 ����$� After being completed in mid-December of 1900, 
the rakish PRINZESSIN VICTORIA LUISE departed Hamburg, Germany, on 
Saturday, January 5, 1901. On board were many dignitaries, including the mayor 
of Hamburg. The wife of Albert Ballin, the vessel's designer, was one of the 
passengers. The revolutionary cruise ship's maiden voyage included stops at 
Boulogne, France, and Plymouth, England, before she arrived in New York 
harbor on January 17th.  
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Nine days later, she left New York and headed to the West Indies for her first 
cruise. Her second cruise, which started in New York on March 9, 1901, was to 
the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. 
 
Other cruises, over the next few years, 
included frequent stops at Norwegian 
ports on the Baltic Sea in addition to 
her popular cruises to the 
Mediterranean and the Black Sea. 
Between 1901 and 1906, her busy 
cruise schedule was interrupted six 
times when she made trans-Atlantic 
crossings. 
 
Her passengers, for the most part, 
were well-heeled Europeans. In the 
style of that time, they dressed far 
more formally than people presently 
do when enjoying a cruise.     

�

#� �#��(��,� �#�---!��� 	������ .� / ����$� After only being in commission 
for a little less than five years, the world's first purpose-built cruise ship came to 
untimely end. While on a West Indies cruise in mid-December of 1906, the 
beautiful PRINZESSIN VICTORIA LUISE ran hard aground on a rocky 
promontory in Jamaica around 9 PM the evening of December 16th. She was 
steaming in the dark at 14 knots when she hit.  
 
Efforts to back off the rocks proved fruitless. The well-trained German crew 
calmed panicked passengers, all of whom were safely disembarked by the next 
morning. Another Hamburg-America vessel was dispatched to Jamaica and the 
marooned passengers were ultimately able to complete their interrupted cruise. 
 
Her master, Captain H. Brunswig, remained onboard the stranded vessel after 
the evacuation of all passengers and most of the crew. Returning to his cabin, he 
shot himself. The following year, a German court found the deceased captain 
negligent. He reportedly had sailed from Kingston without waiting for a local pilot 
to be provided, and then he mistook a lighthouse's illumination for Port Royal, 
Jamaica, resulting in what proved to be a fatal mistake for his vessel.     
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All attempts to later dislodge 
her were to no avail. Within 
days, a storm pushed the 
hapless and helpless vessel 
broadside to the rocky shore, 
leaving her listing heavily to 
port. Inspections revealed 
major structural damage, plus 
her engines had become  
dislodged from their mountings.  
 
Her port side was filled with sea water sixteen feet deep. The PRINZESSIN 
VICTORIA LUISE was declared a total loss on December 19, 1906, exactly six 
years to the day when her construction was completed. Over the months that 
followed, salvagers and scavengers removed all traces of what had been one of 
the prettiest ships ever built.    
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���� ���� ��"���$� I'm not a fan of modern cruise ships. In spite of the many 
promotional articles that claim they are safe. The transport of several thousand 
people at a time, mostly unaccustomed to the ways of the sea in towering 
vessels highly susceptible to wind and wave, and often crewed by individuals 
poorly trained to handle a crisis strikes me as an accident waiting to happen. 
 
One of these days, I believe, one of them is going to be hit by a monster wave 
and turn turtle. I'd feel far more comfortable onboard a well designed and stoutly 
built ocean liner crafted by the shipbuilders of Newport News Shipbuilding...than 
one of what I often refer to as 'tenements on rafts'. Just saying... 
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