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INTRODUCTION

The Great Lakes Shipwreck Museum, located in Michigan, has determined that there have been at least six thousand shipwrecks on the Great Lakes and an estimated thirty thousand lives have been lost in those wrecks. Each of the losses is a story waiting to be told, and this collection contains a few of those stories. Shipwrecks may seem like a thing of the past, but each year these busy waterways see new maritime disasters and fatalities. This collection of stories focuses on the Great Lakes of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but tragedy and death are still a part of working and playing on the beautiful and dangerous Lakes.

More than Mere Lakes

Collectively, the Great Lakes are the largest body of freshwater in the world and are comprised of 21 percent of the Earth’s supply of freshwater. The chain of Lakes, which spans seven hundred and fifty miles from west to east, is considered inland seas. Covering 94,250 square miles, Lakes Erie, Huron, Michigan, Ontario, and Superior are identified as seas due to their rolling waves, sustained winds, strong current, and great depths. Created by glaciers thousands of years ago, the interconnected waterway impacts the climate of the region, creating cooler summers and warmer winters, as well as increased wintertime precipitation in the area.

The Great Lakes played a key role in the development of the Midwest and were instrumental in the migration of the population westward. In the days before the railroads, the most expedient way to move people and products was on the waterways. This convenient mode of transportation, coupled with the region’s rich natural resources, spawned ever-growing communities on the shores of each of the Great Lakes. Mining and forestry thrived in the area, and the steady migration of European immigrants provided the workers needed for these new industries.

Peril on the Lakes

Tragedy is woven into the history of these important bodies of water. Capricious and deadly, the wind and waves make a potent pair that have taken lives since humans settled on the shores of these Lakes thousands of years ago. While there is a story behind every shipwreck, there are some disasters so monumental they will never be forgotten.

The Great Storm of 1913

Today, it is remembered by such colorful names as the Big Blow, the Freshwater Fury, and the White Hurricane, but when this historic storm formed over the Great Lakes, it was simply a glimpse at the awesome power of nature. Considered the deadliest and most destructive natural disaster to ever occur on the Great Lakes, the storm raged across the Lakes from November 7–10, 1913. A blizzard accompanied by hurricane-force winds took hundreds of lives and destroyed millions of dollars of property. What began as a November gale increased into a storm with 90-mile-per-hour wind gusts, thirty-five-foot waves, and whiteout snow squalls. While the storm did the greatest damage on the Lakes, shoreline communities were not spared, with cities like Cleveland reporting twenty-two inches of snowfall and snowdrifts on major thoroughfares climbing to as high as six feet.

Winds, waves, and ice punished the boats on the Lakes for sixteen hours before the storm moved north. While it is often reported that 250 sailors and crew lost their lives in the storm, some estimate the number of casualties is closer to three hundred souls. Nineteen ships were destroyed in the storm, and twelve sank, taking with them all hands on deck. Only Lake Ontario was spared from losing ships during the historic storm, and Lake Huron suffered the greatest loss with eight ships and their full crews taken by the powerful weather cycle. In the days following the storm, lakeside communities were devastated to find the bodies of drowned and frozen sailors washing up on their shores. For a time, $25 bounties were offered for each sailor recovered from the lake. Despite the financial windfall offered, the influx of dead men on their beaches left communities around the Lakes haunted by the loss of life.

In the wake of the 1913 calamity, new safety regulations were implemented that resulted in life-saving improvements to the construction of ships operating on the Lakes. Additionally, the National Weather Service (NWS) made changes to their reporting processes after the storm that resulted in safer travel on the water. Prior to the storm, the NWS only issued weather updates twice a day, which caused fast-moving storms to strike boats on the lake without notice that inclement weather was in the area. By increasing the number of weather updates, weather forecasts became more accurate and, therefore, most useful to the Great Lakes mariners.

The First Known Shipwreck

Legend has it that the first large-scale European-style ship to sail on the Great Lakes was Le Griffon. Built by French explorer René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle (1643–1687), the ship was meant to sail the yet uncharted waters of the Great Lakes in hopes of discovering a Northwest Passage that would expand France’s trade market into Asia. Fitted with seven cannons, she set off on her maiden voyage on August 7, 1679. Prior to Le Griffon, canoes were the primary vessels used on the Lakes, and the ship attracted the attention of the indigenous peoples the ship’s crew of thirty-two encountered as they sailed along Lakes Erie, Huron, and Michigan.

The men traded with the local people as they sailed through the chain of Lakes. On September 18, 1679, the ship, now filled with fur pelts, began the return journey to its home port with a skeleton crew of six men. The ship was never seen again. More than three hundred years after she disappeared, rumors still swirl about the fate of the ship. Unsubstantiated tales of jealous competitors in the fur trade, a mutinous crew, and a murderous group of Native men have all been suggested as the cause of the disappearance of the ship, but there is no evidence to support any of these titillating stories. The cause of her sinking remains as mysterious as the location of the ship.


[image: A 1697 woodcutting of the fabled ship Father Louis Hennepin/Wikimedia Commons]
A 1697 woodcutting of the fabled ship Father Louis Hennepin/Wikimedia Commons



Today, the ship is considered the “holy grail” of shipwrecks, as it is the most storied and sought-after wreck on the Lakes. It has been declared as found an astonishing twenty-two times, but not a single discovery to date has been proven to be the elusive ship. While there are many theories about where the ship sunk, the most popular locations remain somewhere near Green Bay in Lake Michigan and near Manitoulin Island in Lake Huron.

Shipwrecks of the Great Lakes is a breezy, bite-sized look at some of the most notable disasters to occur on these celebrated and storied bodies of water. This collection identifies the wrecks of the Eastland, Lady Elgin, and the G. P. Griffith as the worst maritime disasters to have ever occurred on the Great Lakes, as agreed upon by most Great Lakes historians. This determination is based upon the number of lives lost in the tragedies, rather than the size of the boat or the value of the property lost in the wreck. Absent from the collection are technical details about the ships or specifics on sailing a ship; this is not a mariners’ guide. Instead, prepare for swashbuckling tales of peril, loss, and survival. These stories attempt to capture the human drama and the history of these disasters that helped shape the Great Lakes region. Enjoy this collection as a great place to begin exploring the captivating true events of the inland seas that have grown into legends over the years.
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LAKE ERIE

The name Erie was derived from the Iroquoian word erielhonan, meaning “long tail” in reference to the shape of the lake. In comparison to the other Great Lakes, Lake Erie is distinguished by being the most southerly of the chain, as well as both the warmest and the shallowest of the Lakes. The average depth of the lake is sixty-two feet, and at its greatest depth it measures at two hundred and ten feet. While Erie has a larger total area than Lake Ontario, it is smaller in volume due to its depth.

Lake Erie has been the location of many maritime disasters. According to Carrie Sowden, the archaeological director at the National Museum, there are an estimated two thousand shipwrecks beneath the waves of the lake. Only 375 of those wrecks have been located, with the oldest being the ruins of the Lake Serpent, which went down in 1829. The shallow water of Erie makes the wrecks easier to find on this lake than the others in the Great Lakes chain, but without the protection offered by deep, cold water, the wrecks are often in a greater state of deterioration.

Legend of the Lake Monster

The first recorded sighting of a lake serpent snaking in Lake Erie goes back to 1793. In the years that followed, the creature has been the source of fear, intrigue, speculation, and community bonding.

Newspaper accounts from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries describe a dark, slithering creature at least twenty-five feet long and a foot in diameter. Early claims describe the beast’s snake-like head rising from the water, hissing at a passing boat, then lashing water with its tremendous tail. Another account, from an 1898 newspaper, describes the creature as a “fierce, ugly, coiling thing” that can travel on both land and water. Usually described with dark-colored or mottled skin, the snake-like creature has been terrifying boaters for centuries.
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Some dismiss the claims that Erie harbors a lake monster, declaring that what is being seen is likely an exceptionally large sturgeon. Lake sturgeons are the oldest and largest species found in the Great Lakes. Long and bony, sturgeons have a long lifespan, with females living more than one hundred years. With their elongated, spade-like snouts, they lend themselves to serpent comparisons, yet a large sturgeon will grow to six or seven feet in length, which is significantly smaller than the reported length of the notorious creature.

Today, this creature is affectionately known as “Bessie” and has been embraced by the communities that surround the lake. A popular beer is named after the creature, as is a minor league hockey team. In 1993 there was a Cleveland-based contest that boasted a $102,000 cash prize for anyone who captured a creature from Erie that was a minimum of thirty feet long, one thousand pounds, and was a species that had yet to be identified. The prize went unclaimed. While many believe the lake is free of monsters, there is a small but determined group who are equally as certain that Bessie exists and slithers through the lake to this day.







THE INFAMOUS PRISON SHIP: SUCCESS (1840–1946)

The 135-foot wooden three-mast boat Success was built in Burma in 1840. She had a brief career as a freighter until she began her storied run as a member of the “felon fleet,” the group of ships used to transport British prisoners to the Australian penal colony. It is these prison runs, and the convicts who were held aboard the ship, that have catapulted the storied ship into maritime legend. She now lies on the bottom of Lake Erie, but at one time she sailed the world, leaving tales of danger, adventure, and otherworldly occurrences in her wake.

When the ship began transporting prisoners is lost in the lore surrounding the Success. Some historians question the validity of the tales regarding her shipping British prisoners below the equator. It is known that the long trips from England to the Australian penal colony were miserable ones, but less clear is the role of the ship in these journeys. The often-told tales of the voyages describe men locked behind bars in dark, narrow cells below deck, where sunshine and fresh air were distant memories for the convicts. The conditions on board were filthy, and the air was foul with the stench of unwashed bodies and human waste. Rats ran rampant in the cells. As days passed on the open sea, the drinking water grew scummy, and prison rations began to rot, contributing to the misery onboard. During the journey of many months, the men remained shackled. Those whose bodies gave out on the voyage were unceremoniously dumped overboard. Rebellion amongst the prisoners was swiftly and brutally squelched with corporal punishments that included whippings and torture. How often the ship was involved in this trade is not known, with some suggesting these transports did not occur. Despite the doubts, these stories remain tightly bound to the ship.
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Not in doubt is that in 1852 the Success became a floating prison, responsible for holding Australian convicts. It was the era of the Australian gold rush, and most of the ship’s crew abandoned the boat in hopes of striking it rich in mining. During this same time, the country was being overrun with crime and did not have the capacity to house the large number of convicts. The now crewless ship was sold to the government and soon became one of many floating prisons anchored in the Victoria bay. For those on both sides of the prison bars, the ship was a perilous place. The men held in the cells were dangerous felons living in deplorable conditions. Subjected to floggings, brandings, beatings with cat-o’-nine-tails and other methods of punishment, brutalized men would sometimes rebel. Perhaps the worst punishment onboard was being placed in a “black hole,” or solitary cell. Built on the sloping side of the hull, the prisoner, chained to the wall, could neither stand up nor lie down, allowing just enough room to hunch over in the dark cage. Left for days, or even months, at a time in the black hole, some men were driven to madness in the isolation.

Among the deaths that occurred on the boat was the death of warden Owen Owens and guard John Turner in 1856, who were killed by inmate Frank McCallum, commonly known as Captain Melville. McCallum was jailed at eight years old in his native Scotland for stealing a potato pie from a food cart and transported to the penal colony. He spent the majority of his life incarcerated. In the months before the murders, McCallum was locked in a “black hole” for stabbing Owens with a sharpened spoon in retaliation for the physical punishment he received at the warden’s hand. After his release from solitary confinement, the desperate prisoner tried to escape the ship, and Owens and Turner died in the process. Sentenced to death for the murders, the rakish Captain Melville was thirty-five years old when he slipped the noose around his neck and hung himself in his cell before he could be executed by the government.

Another well-known death connected to the ship is the murder of the ship’s captain, John Price, who was also the inspector general of the Victoria penal establishment. In a position of ultimate authority, Price did as he pleased with the prisoners at his mercy. On March 26, 1857, a group of prisoners was taken off the ship to a work detail that required them to break stones with pickaxes and shovels. At a signal, the prisoners rushed the guards, and Price’s skull was crushed by a blow to the head with a shovel. The escape was foiled, and of the thirty-two convicts who participated in the melee, seven were executed. It is likely the escape failed because prisoners always wore leg-irons that restricted their movements. The iron ball that was attached to a leg ranged in weight from seven to fifty-six pounds. If a prisoner was identified as a “rusher,” or someone who attempted escape, he would be locked to a seventy-two-pound iron ball. Known as a “punishment ball,” it was never removed from the convict for any reason, even hospital visits, and some prisoners were buried with the ball still riveted to their legs.


The murders sparked investigations of the onboard conditions on the ships. These studies helped highlight the cruelty that occurred on the ships. By 1885, Australia, having banned the floating prisons, ordered all of the prison hulks destroyed. Somehow, the Success eluded the destruction of the ships, and within five years the ship that had seen so much misery began its new identity as a tourist attraction.

The salacious news stories about the horrors of the prison boats created interest in the vessel, and the new owner was eager to capitalize on the dark curiosity of customers. After towing the boat to the Sydney Harbor, he outfitted the ship with wax models of prisoners and put the mannequins in the cells to recreate scenes from the ship’s horrible past. Along with some of the real implements of torture used on board, the theatrical owner added some historically inaccurate implements as well, including an iron maiden, in a quest to enthrall visitors. No circus is complete without a ringmaster, so former prisoner Harry Power was hired to give tours of the notorious boat. An elderly man by the time he worked on the boat where he was once imprisoned, his age did nothing to diminish his showmanship.

Powers, birth name Harry Johnstone, served fourteen years aboard the ship in cell twenty-four for shooting a police trooper. A notorious bushranger, he is believed to have been a part of the legendary criminal Ned Kelly’s gang. Power also was connected to the convicted murderer “Mad” Dan Morgan, who too served time on the Success. It is suspected Powers and Morgan committed more than one murder together.

Once the ship was opened to the public, stories began to circulate that the ship was haunted by those prisoners who suffered aboard the Success. Reports from employees and visitors of the sound of disem-bodied moaning and shrieks of pain coming from below deck were common. There were claims that ghostly arms would reach out from between the bars of a cell, sometimes touching a person who stepped too close to the locked cages. Whether part of his act, or as a result of true fear, Powers refused to go near the cell that held him for so many years, claiming that an unsettling spirit lurked in the dank hole. It is said employees refused to go below deck in the evenings due to the supernatural phenomena, a refusal which became a source of difficulty when the boat got a crew and began to sail around the world to show off the macabre relic.
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Once Australians tired of the ship, it set sail for London in 1895, where it titillated tourists until it was purchased by an enterprising man named John Scott. In 1912, Scott sailed the ship to Boston and began a tour of the United States. With her grisly tales and her eerie reputation, the Success brought in visitors wherever she was docked. She was sailed through the Panama Canal so she could be on exhibit at the 1916 World’s Fair in San Francisco. In 1923, she arrived on the Great Lakes, where she was a big hit in both Chicago and Cleveland. In 1933, she appeared at the Chicago World’s Fair. She continued to change hands as she traveled, and each year she became more weatherworn. The now shabby boat leaked, and its aging displays were not able to draw crowds like she did in the past. Men who knew how to sail the three-mast schooner had long ago stopped working the waters, so unable to find sailors to man the ship, she was towed from port to port.


The artifact of an earlier time limped along until 1943 when she sank during a storm on Lake Erie. She remained under the waves for a year until she was bought by a man who thought she could still bring in the crowds. They pumped the hull of the submerged boat and raised her, but she got stuck in a sandbar about a half mile from shore. Unable to move the newly raised ship, the owner decided to leave her there for a season; but a season became many seasons, and while she waited she was relentlessly pounded by waves, cracked by ice, and even looted by vandals who stripped her of her valuables. Soon, the ship that had once been the stuff of nightmares was considered nothing more than what the US Coast Guard called a “hazard to navigation.” They ordered the owner to move the ship off the sandbar and out of the way of passing boats.

Ravaged and largely worthless, the Success had one more opportunity to put on a show. On the evening of July 4, 1946, those who gathered to the lakefront near Port Clinton, Ohio, to see the annual fireworks display witnessed the Success’ grand finale: the boat went up in flames. No one knows who set the fire that destroyed the ship, yet rumors persist that the fire was no accident, with some claiming the boat’s owner set the fire to free himself from the expense of moving the scrapped boat. Whoever the arsonist was, it is fitting that the ship, once celebrated for its connection to criminals, met its end at the hand of one.





A RARE JUNE GALE: MARGARET OLWILL (1887–1899)

Clinging to floating pieces of what was the cabin house of the ship, Duncan and George tried desperately to keep their heads above the water. Wave after wave crashed over them, and the wind howled fiercely across the lake, yet they battled to hang on to the splintered wood. They had been in the water for four hours and were exhausted from the struggle to stay above the waves and numb from the cold water. Despite their pain and fear, as the sun rose, they felt a renewed hope that the daylight would allow a passing ship to spot the desperate men and reach them before it was too late.

At just after five in the morning, the SS State of Ohio came across a field of wreckage floating in the water. A powerful gale bellowed throughout the night, and the captain suspected he may have come across a ship that was wrecked in the storm that was still raging. He scanned the area, searching for survivors. After sailing for an hour, Captain Willoughby spotted the storm-ravaged cabin house tossing about in the water. He looked closer and spotted the men struggling to hold on to the ship’s wreckage. The storm was too powerful to send any of his crew out in a lifeboat to rescue the men, and he knew the desperate-looking men needed help soon, before they slipped beneath the water for a final time. With few options, the crew tossed lifelines to the men, which they needed to catch and wrap around themselves so they could be pulled onto the boat. Wasting no time, the Ohio began tossing lines to the men.
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George Heffron watched the lifeline fly through the air and land time and again just out of his reach. The crew of the Ohio was on their deck, shouting words of encouragement to the man, and after many tries, the rope finally came near enough to him that he was able to grab it. With the rope in his hand, he struggled to wrap it around his waist. Overcome by the effort to put on the lifeline, the weakened man slipped beneath the waves one final time. The crew of the Ohio looked on in horror as he disappeared into the murky deep. Determined not to lose Duncan Coyle, the crew did all they could to encourage the man to quickly fasten the line around his waist. Using the last of his strength, Duncan secured himself to the lifeline, and the men of the Ohio dragged him aboard. Willoughby would later describe Coyle as “more dead than alive” when he was pulled onto the deck. Believing Coyle to be the sole survivor, the Ohio sailed on to her destination.

In the distance, three other crewmen clung to wreckage from the sunken ship. Battling the waves, they watched the Ohio rescue Coyle. Their shouts for help were lost in the howling wind, and they could do nothing to get the attention of the Ohio crew. The men continued to fight for their lives in the storm as the Ohio sailed away from them. Before the men lost hope, the SS Sacramento sailed by the wreckage field and noticed the stranded men. The 308-foot ship had difficulty maneuvering close enough to the men to rescue them. Cascade, a passing tug, noticed the Sacramento was moving strangely in the water. Thinking the boat was in trouble, the Cascade sailed closer to the Sacramento. Once it was clear the steamer was attempting to save the shipwrecked sailors, the Cascade aided the effort, and all three men were taken from Erie alive.

Once the men regained strength, they were able to tell the story of their ordeal. They set sail from the quarry on Kelley Island on the Margaret Olwill, June 28, 1899, at six in the evening. The 176-foot, three-mast wooden screw steamer was bound for Cleveland with a load of limestone. Her hold was filled to capacity with three hundred tons of rock, and her open decks were piled high with another six hundred tons of rock. The summer weather had been mild, and Captain John Brown brought his wife, Lizzie, her friend, and the Brown’s young son, Blanchard, on the short run. All thirteen aboard expected a pleasant run on a calm lake.

As the sun set, the winds increased, and by ten in the evening, the small freighter was up against 50-mile-an-hour winds. The heavily laden ship twisted in the waves, and she began to crack along her seams. The hold was filling with the water pouring in from the many fractures, and the ship began to list dangerously. By two in the morning, Captain Brown decided that the Margaret Olwill could not sustain the powerful gale and turned the ship to seek safe harbor. As the ship was making the turn, she lost her steering. Unable to complete the turn, the ship was hit broadside by a powerful wave. Aware the ship was in danger, the captain called for everyone aboard to board the lifeboat. This order came too late; before the evacuation could begin, she was hit by another mighty wave and capsized. The cabin house ripped free from the Olwill as she turned and floated away as the rest of the ship sunk to the bottom of the churning lake. A few lucky sailors managed to grab onto the floating wreckage as the ship rolled, saving themselves. The Brown family and their guest were not among those who fled before the ship sank. In total, nine people aboard drowned in the rare summer gale.
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