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Foreword

I grew up on the New Jersey shore, and thrilling tales of shipwrecks, lonely lighthouses, bloodthirsty pirates, and buried treasure were all around me. History records more than a thousand wrecks off the coast, many still undiscovered. Beachcombing after a screaming northeaster and finding a timber projecting from the sand gave proof of the notion of a long-lost wreck. History was continuously emerging from the shifting sands. It was easy to develop a fascination for maritime history.


When I went to college on the shores of Lake Superior, the greatest freshwater lake in the world, my interest in maritime history came with me. To my surprise I discovered that the rich nautical heritage of the Great Lakes was largely ignored. Very few folks were writing about it, most historians ignored it, and only a smattering of early scuba divers were even exploring the estimated eight thousand shipwrecks in the lakes. It was a forgotten part of our national maritime heritage.


I also discovered that frequently the treasure of the Great Lakes is not in the gold, silver, or gems the ships carried before falling victim to storm, ice, reef, or other calamity, but the vessels themselves. They were wonderful time capsules of our maritime past. The cold freshwater often kept the ships intact; they just did not crumble into the environment the way salt-water wrecks did. In many cases the wrecks could be closely explored by divers working through companionways and cabins, engine rooms and galleys. Watching video of a saltwater diver emerging from the hatch of a U-boat as the narrator gushingly describes the danger makes a Great Lakes wreck diver chuckle, “Hell, we do that kind of thing all the time!”


Whether the ships carried red iron ore, lumber, salt, coal, stone, automobiles, or general freight, the cargo was only part of the story. Each wreck in her own way tells not only the tale of a ship’s design, construction, and operational history, but also the continuing age-old drama of man against the sea. And the essence of good history is always the human element, always the story of people and what they accomplished. Take away the people and there is nothing but piles of wood, iron, or steel.


Whether it is the oft-told legend of La Salle’s little fur boat Le Griffon, lost somewhere around the Straits of Mackinac in 1679, or the mighty Edmund Fitzgerald diving for the bottom off Whitefish Point in 1975, the common factor is the sailors. In both the aforementioned instances the crews were lost with their boats, some of the thousands of folks perishing in the Great Lakes by shipwreck. Not a single member of either crew has ever been found—for certain anyway—an element binding together these earliest and latest shipwrecks and the thousands that occurred in between them.


By the way, if you caught my use of the word “boat” instead of “ship,” have a swig of rum as reward. By long tradition, ships on the Great Lakes are always called boats. She can be a thousand-foot ore carrier or twelve-foot pram, but put her in the Great Lakes and she is a boat. For reasons beyond my explanation though, there are no “boatwrecks,” only shipwrecks. And, of course, all boats are called “she.” It is an old tradition dating from the time Davy Jones opened his first locker on the bottom of the sea and has to do with the similarity of boats and women. While there are many reasons, it is sufficient for me to get into deep trouble with the women if I simply repeat the old explanation of both needing lots of paint to look good, ideally being bluff in the bow, needing a strong man at the helm to steer them, and breaking their men not with any initial expenses but rather their upkeep!


As rich as the mix of cargoes carried was the ethnic jumble of sailors manning the boats. Because no valid historical research is available, we have to rely on anecdotal data, but from available sources it would seem virtually every nationality was represented. Swedes, Norwegians, Finns, Irish, Scots, and English all predominated in the early years, with many families starting seafaring traditions extending for several generations. As other immigrant groups found their way to the Great Lakes they climbed aboard the boat, too. In the middle of the nineteenth century, a fair number of blacks were also sailing, but they are only rarely mentioned in period records. This is a topic ripe for research.


No large body of water is devoid of stories of paranormal activity, strange areas where ships and crews disappear without rational explanation. There are those folks who claim such areas exist on the Great Lakes, too. Aficionados of the Bermuda Triangle will be happy to learn about the Great Lakes Triangle, a topic of at least one book and TV program. Of course the fact that the “triangle” covers most of the Great Lakes makes it easier to fit mystery and shipwreck into it! Within the lakes is also the Marysburgh Vortex, an area of eastern Lake Ontario claimed to have a remarkable record of shipwreck caused, of course, by paranormal activity. Examine the evidence and draw your own conclusions.


Shipwrecks and Lost Treasures: Great Lakes is a rich and powerful sail through the saga of inland sea disaster. The shipwrecks selected read like a litany of the Great Lakes’ most famous catastrophes. From wooden schooners to steel steamers, this book tells their tragic tales in language as powerful as the storms that frequendy pummel the lakes. Plus, it is a damn good read!


—Frederick Stonehouse












Preface

When I started working on this book, I began trying to decide which of the port communities that figure so prominently in the stories of shipwrecks on the Great Lakes would be the one where I wrote my prefatory remarks. That decision was made for me when bad weather—another key player in the stories presented in this book—stranded me for a time in Detroit, from where vessels have long moved south into Lake Erie and north (via Lake St. Clair) into Lake Huron.


Detroit, of course, was the final destination of the doomed freighter Edmund Fitzgerald, the most famous Great Lakes shipwreck of modern times and the subject of the final chapter of this book. Fate, then, brought me to an especially suitable setting in which to write these words.


It would not be unreasonable to state that I have a strong personal connection to the subject matter of this book and that this has its origins in both sides of my family (although, as anyone who has written a book can attest, it would be hard to complete something of this nature and not develop a strong personal attachment to it).


Berthed just a block from where I was born in the Great Lakes port city of Erie, Pennsylvania, sat Niagara, Oliver Hazard Perry’s restored flagship from the War of 1812. As a boy, my father had played upon the hulk of the Niagara, and his memories of this are incorporated into the chapter in this book devoted to that vessel. He went on to be a merchant seaman on the Great Lakes for a while before I was born, and I grew up listening to stories about his adventures.


A forebear from my mother’s side of the family, Confederate States Navy officer John Yeats Beall, also played a role in some of the events described in this book. In 1864 he led a detachment of naval raiders that participated in an unsuccessful attempt to capture the sole U.S. warship active on the Great Lakes and free two thousand Southerners from the Federal prisoner-of-war camp on Johnson’s Island, Ohio.


Beyond that, as both the author of a number of other non-fiction books and as an aspiring recreational sailor, I have developed an increasing interest in maritime history that has made work on this book especially enjoyable and rewarding.


One of my goals with this volume is that it should be the best one someone could choose if they only ever read one book on shipwrecks in the Great Lakes, and I have proceeded with that idea in mind throughout.


More than eight thousand shipwrecks are believed to have occurred in the Great Lakes since French explorer La Salle’s vessel, Le Griffon, disappeared in a storm in 1679. A book is necessarily finite in size, and deciding which of those vessels to include in its twenty-one chapters is not necessarily a straightforward process or one to be undertaken lightly.


For obvious reasons, the aforementioned vessels —Le Griffon, Niagara, Edmund Fitzgerald—have all had chapters devoted to them.


Others were included because they either exemplify the subject of shipwrecks on the Great Lakes in some way (for example, the chapters on Mataafa, Carl D. Bradley, and Henry Steinbrenner), are an exception to them (the German U-boat UC-97), or represent some extreme (the Eastland and Lady Elgin disasters, which both included great loss of life).


Chapters on “whaleback” vessels, the Great Lakes Storm of 1913, and the so-called Marysburgh Vortex were all included because they are regional phenomena that also involve great numbers of shipwrecks on North America’s inland seas.


Another chapter, the one on the “Christmas Tree Ship” Rouse Simmons, was actually included in response to suggestions from attendees at a talk I gave on shipwrecks in the Great Lakes during a Regal Princess cruise through the Panama Canal.


Beyond the decision of what to include in the chapters themselves, I have attempted to integrate within them a wide range of tones, styles, and perspectives in order to make them as interesting and varied as possible. One thing it has been difficult to incorporate into the various chapters is an excess of suspense. After all, the very theme of the book makes the fate of most of its subjects largely a foregone conclusion.


In any event, a great deal of consideration and effort has gone into this work, with an eye to making it as informative and enjoyable as possible. I sincerely hope all its readers do enjoy it and that they set it down with a newfound appreciation for the subject of shipwrecks on the Great Lakes.


—Michael J. Varhola
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Introduction

People not explicitly familiar with the history of shipping on the five Great Lakes of North America are often struck by the huge number of vessels that have been either wrecked and sunk or stranded on them since the early 1800s. While many of these wrecks have been documented over the centuries, many have not, and the best estimates range from a total of around eight thousand to ten thousand. Perhaps as many as half of these wrecks have involved vessels that were completely destroyed, and many have involved the loss of some and quite often all of their crew, passengers, and cargo.


Linguistics might be as much to blame as anything for why people tend to be so surprised at the immense number of ships that have been wrecked on the Great Lakes: Americans have a tendency to deromanticize places with the names they assign them, and this has the probably unintended side effect of making them seem more tame and manageable than they really are.


In reality, however, the Great Lakes are vast inland seas that contain areas where land cannot be seen in any direction and that are subject to conditions as violent as any ocean, and where storms and reefs are common threats. Almost anywhere else in the world, they would likely have received names that more profoundly reflected these realities. Our hearts would more likely be stirred to respect by bodies of water with names like the Gichigami Sea, the Mishigami Sea, the Huronian Sea, the Sea of the Erie, and the Ondiarian Sea, for example, than by the relatively placid names Lake Superior, Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, Lake Erie, and Lake Ontario, respectively.


Referring to these bodies collectively has also served to reduce their individuality and power, and if they were never lumped together as a homogenous group of adjacent lakes—just as the Black Sea, Sea of Marmara, and Sea of Azov are never dismissively lumped together, for example, as “the Great Salt Lakes”—their significance would also likely be more obvious.


And so, travel on the Great Lakes has always been attended by risks more profound than the landsman might assume—but explicitly familiar to those who, for whatever purposes, have sailed their powerful waters.


Various writers about shipping on the Great Lakes have suggested that the economic conditions of one age or another have prompted skippers and crews to take risks they otherwise would not have, or forced them to bow to pressure from company owners, and that such events could not happen again.


Such protestations do not ring true, however. Economic conditions are ephemeral and could certainly once again be as bad as they were in the Great Depression—or worse. People today are certainly no less likely to take risks because of the promise of reward or advancement or the risk of punishment or dismissal, and we have all probably heard people justify any number of actions because they “really need this job.” And anyone who watches the news or reads the newspaper is probably aware that many corporations are certainly no less greedy or indifferent to the lives and needs of individuals than they ever were.


What probably has saved lives on the Great Lakes, however, is an increase in regulations and governmental presence, along with commercial inspection of both shipbuilding quality and maintenance of seaworthiness of vessels that is often enforced nowadays by the insurance industry.


“There were no Coast Guard regulations in those days to keep a ship from leaving port so grossly overloaded,” writes shipwrecks author Dwight Boyer of one doomed vessel in Ghost Ships of the Great Lakes. “The master was solely responsible for the safety of the ship.”



THE GREAT LAKES

The Great Lakes are a group of five large lakes in North America on or near the border between the United States and Canada and are the largest group of freshwater bodies on Earth. They are interconnected by various natural waterways or man-made systems of canals or locks that allow traffic to pass between them. Many of the largest Great Lakes vessels, however, are too large to pass through some of the connections between the lakes and are thus confined to just one or a few of them.


Lake Superior is the largest and deepest of the Great Lakes and, with some qualifications, can justifiably be called the largest freshwater lake in the world in terms of surface area (31,820 square miles) and the third largest in terms of volume (2,900 cubic miles). This translates into a surface area greater than that of the entire state of South Carolina and a volume sufficient to cover the continents of both North America and South America with a foot of water. Lake Superior is bounded in the south by Michigan and Wisconsin and to the north by Minnesota and Ontario, Canada. It has a maximum length of 350 miles, a maximum width of 160 miles, and a shoreline—including that of its islands—of 2,726 miles. It has an average depth of 483 feet, a maximum depth of 1,333 feet, and is approximately 600 feet above sea level. Despite its great size, the fewest number of documented shipwrecks, some seven hundred or more, have occurred on Lake Superior. Major cities on the shores of Lake Superior include Duluth, Minnesota; Superior, Wisconsin; Marquette, Michigan; Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan; and Sault Ste. Marie and Thunder Bay in Ontario, Canada.


Lake Huron, the second largest of the Great Lakes, has a surface area of 23,010 square miles and a volume of 850 cubic miles, making it the third-largest freshwater lake on Earth in terms of surface area (fourth largest if the Caspian Sea is included). It has a length of 206 miles, a maximum width of 183 miles, and a shoreline of 3,827 miles, including that of its islands—which include Manitoulin Island, which separates the main body of the lake from Georgian Bay and the North Channel and is the world’s largest lake island. Lake Huron has an average depth of 195 feet, a maximum depth of 750 feet, and is 577 feet above sea level. At least 1,400 ships are known to have wrecked on Lake Huron, the third-greatest number for any of the Great Lakes. Major cities along the shores of Lake Huron include Saginaw, Bay City, Alpena, Cheboygan, St. Ignace, and Port Huron in Michigan; and Goderich and Sarnia in Ontario, Canada.


Lake Michigan, the third largest of the Great Lakes, has a surface area of 22,400 square miles—making it the largest freshwater lake completely within the United States and the fifth-largest lake in the world—and a volume of 1,180 cubic miles. It is bounded, from east to west, by Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin, also making it the only one of the Great Lakes entirely within U.S. borders. It has a length of 307 miles, a maximum width of 118 miles, and a shoreline of 1,640 miles. It has an average depth of 279 feet, a maximum depth of 923 feet, and is about 577 feet above sea level (the same as Lake Huron, to which it is connected by the Straits of Mackinac). Its name comes from an Ojibwa word meaning “great water.” More than 2,500 documented shipwrecks have occurred on Lake Michigan, more than on any of the other Great Lakes. Major communities along the shores of Lake Michigan include Holland and Muskegon in Michigan; East Chicago, Gary, Hammond, Michigan City, and Portage in Indiana; Chicago, Evanston, Highland Park, and Waukegan in Illinois; and Green Bay, Kenosha, Manitowoc, Milwaukee, Racine, and Sheboygan in Wisconsin.


Lake Erie, the fourth largest of the Great Lakes in terms of surface area and the smallest in terms of volume, has a surface area of 9,940 square miles and a volume of 116 cubic miles, making it the eleventh-largest lake on Earth. It is also the southernmost and shallowest of the Great Lakes, with an average depth of just 62 feet and a maximum depth of 210 feet. It is about 569 feet above sea level. Lake Erie is bounded on the south by New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, on the west by Michigan, and on the north by the Canadian province of Ontario, and has a length of 241 miles, a maximum width of 57 miles, and a shoreline length of approximately 2,631 miles (including islands). Despite its relatively small size, Lake Erie is extremely turbulent, and it is the Great Lake with the second-greatest number of documented shipwrecks, at least 1,900 of them. Lake Erie is named for the Erie tribe of Indians who lived along its southern shore before European contact, which occurred when Frenchman Louis Jolliet discovered the lake in 1669; settlements followed a few years later. Port cities along the shores of Lake Erie include Buffalo, New York; Erie, Pennsylvania; Cleveland and Toledo, Ohio; and Monroe, Michigan.


Lake Ontario is the smallest of the five Great Lakes in terms of surface area (7,540 square miles) but the second smallest in terms of volume (393 cubic miles), being signifi-candy larger than Lake Erie in this regard. It is the easternmost of the Great Lakes and has an average depth of 283 feet, a maximum depth of 802 feet, and is about 246 feet above sea level. It is bounded on the north by the Canadian province of Ontario and on the south by Ontario’s Niagara Peninsula and New York State, and has a length of 193 miles, a maximum width of 53 miles, and a shoreline length of approximately 712 miles. Some 1,200 shipwrecks have occurred in Lake Ontario. Lake Ontario’s name comes from a Huron word meaning, appropriately, “great lake,” and the Canadian province of the same name was later named after the lake. The lake actually had a number of other names in early French sources and was known variously to them as Lac Ontario ou des Iroquois, Ondiara, and Lac Frontenac. Two large cities along the shores of Lake Ontario include Rochester, New York, and Toronto, Ontario, Canada.







LOST TREASURE

When they hear references to “lost treasure” in the context of shipwrecks, many people tend to automatically envision a swaggering, piratical figure like Blackbeard or Captain Morgan resting one foot on a chest spilling over with gold coins and other loot. Unlike the Caribbean, however, the Great Lakes had litde pirate activity to speak of, and no Spanish galleons to be attacked and looted by daring privateers. Because of this, the general assumption is frequendy that there is also not much lost treasure in the inland waters of North America.
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