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Introduction



Among the thousands of vessels that have been lost on the Great Lakes was the very first European-style trading ship to sail the lakes’ wide, open waters. In 1679 the French explorer Sieur de La Salle and a party of fur traders built a 50-ton sailing ship, pushing her off into Lake Erie from a rough-hewn shipyard near where the City of Buffalo, New York, now stands. This was no crude, overbuilt canoe. Christened the Griffin, she was more than 60 feet long and had five cannons arrayed below the deck. La Salle and his fellow adventurers intended to make themselves rich by filling the Griffin’s holds with muskrat and beaver pelts gathered by French trappers. The Griffin proved a worthy ship, weathering more than one fierce storm on the outbound leg of her maiden voyage to the far reaches of the Great Lakes.


Eventually, La Salle disembarked to continue his explorations (and discover the upper Mississippi River). As he watched the Griffin sail away eastward, La Salle was confident that the ship and her treasured cargo of furs would safely reach their destination. But neither the Griffin nor her crew would ever be heard from again. Probably, like so many other unlucky ships that came after, she was smashed to bits by a sudden, sharp autumn gale. Some believe that her rotting ribs lie near the Mississagi Straits Lighthouse on Lake Huron. If the lighthouse had been there to guide the Griffin when she sailed into the straits more than 300 years ago, perhaps commercial shipping on the Great Lakes would not have gotten off to such an unfortunate and ominous beginning.


America’s Inland Seas


Ontario. Erie. Huron. Michigan. Superior. These are no ordinary lakes. First consider their size. A journey from Cleveland, Ohio, on the southern shore of Lake Erie, to Duluth, Minnesota, on the western reaches of Lake Superior, will cover more than 700 miles—and on this trip the traveler would not traverse the 307-mile length of Lake Michigan or the 193-mile length of Lake Ontario. The lakes are so large that they are easily recognized from space. They have been seen and identified by astronauts standing on the moon.


Taken together, the Great Lakes comprise by far the largest body of fresh water on the planet. They form what is quite literally an inland freshwater sea. As such, they invite comparison to the Earth’s other great seas: the Red, the Black, the Baltic, the North, the Caspian, the Aral (actually much smaller than Lake Superior), and others. But the most interesting and instructive comparison may be with the world’s most famous sea, the Mediterranean. Born in a desert, the Mediterranean was once an enormous, sandy basin with a mostly dry, sun-scorched floor. When Spain parted from the African continent several million years ago, the Atlantic poured through the Strait of Gibraltar, also known as the “Gates of Hercules,” and turned the desert into a sea. The Mediterranean retains some of the qualities of a sunny desert even today. It evaporates more water than it receives from its rivers. Thus, should the movements of the continents ever close the strait, the Mediterranean would eventually dry up and become once more a parched basin. In contrast, if some geological upheaval were suddenly to reverse the flow of the St. Lawrence River (and the upper Mississippi), the watery abundance of the Great Lakes would inundate the entire Midwest.


Unlike the Mediterranean, the Great Lakes were the product not of a desert environment but rather a frozen one. Four times during the last million years, heavy blankets of ice reached southward across the North American continent. After each advance, the ice retreated, leaving behind enormous lakes. The last of these ice ages, known to scientists as the Wisconsin Advance, ended about 10,000 years ago—in geological time, the blink of an eye. Relative to the age of the Earth, which is measured in billions of years, the lakes that we see today are very young indeed. And when their waters are torn by the storms that come whistling out of the center of the continent, they show their youthful temper.


Although they are unruly children by comparison, the lakes have more than a little in common with the much older and larger Mediterranean Sea. Both these mostly enclosed bodies of water are products of a geological revolution, and both have nurtured a revolution. The trade made possible by the readily navigable waters of the Mediterranean formed the economic basis of Greek culture, of the Roman Empire—indeed, of all Western civilization. Many centuries later the freighters scurrying back and forth through the Great Lakes would fuel another economic miracle: the American Industrial Renaissance. These changes, however—though most would call them beneficial to humanity—came at a heavy price.


As Ulysses and countless sailors of later eras would discover, those who sail the Earth’s seas, whether they be salty or not, must be prepared for rough waters. The floor of the Mediterranean is a graveyard littered with the hulks of rotting ships. Similarly, the Great Lakes serve as a vast tomb for wrecked ships and hapless crews. At least 6,000 large vessels have found their final resting place at the bottom of the five big lakes.


The Great Lakes have always presented sailors with a special challenge. Because they are located near the center of one of the Earth’s largest landmasses, the weather patterns that sweep across the lakes are quite different from—and often more violent than—those encountered on the open ocean. North America receives heavier snows than any other continent, so the lakes are the snowiest navigable bodies of water on the planet.


But potentially blinding snow squalls are only one of a lake sailor’s many concerns. Storms driven by the sharp temperature differences over land and water can strike swiftly and with extraordinary intensity. Skies may clear again in a matter of minutes, or the heavy weather may go on for days. Since fresh water is lighter than salt water, wind-driven waves that batter the sides of ships tend to mount higher. The lakes’ narrow widths and even narrower channels leave ships little room to maneuver. And there are countless ship-killing shoals and low, almost invisible headlands waiting to devour any vessel and crew that stray too far off course.


The lakes are so unpredictable and, at times, so dangerous that regular commercial shipping would be impossible without an extensive, well-planned network of navigational aids. Today the US and Canadian coast guards help guide ships through the lakes with an increasing array of high-tech direction-finding equipment, radio beacons, and radar. Thousands of buoys and channel lights now mark the lakes as well or better than any highway on land. One might almost think lake sailors should stow their charts and compasses and buy road maps. Not so! Most of the time—and always in a storm—lake sailors are on their own. They must rely on their eyes and their own good judgment to help them navigate safely. And on a dark night or in a gale, when captains or pilots are seen with binoculars in hand, they are most likely looking for the beacon of a lighthouse.


Lighting the Lakes


For as long as ships have sailed the seas, sailors nearing land have counted on shore lights to help them determine their positions, avoid dangerous obstacles, and find safe harbor. The earliest maritime peoples banked fires on hillsides to bring their ships home from the sea. Occasionally, port cities and towns lacking suitable high ground for this purpose erected towers and placed a lamp or built a small fire at the top.


No one can say for certain where the world’s first true lighthouse was located, but the first that we know of served the Greco-Egyptian city of Alexandria. Soaring 450 feet into the sunny Mediterranean skies, it was also history’s tallest lighthouse and the one with the longest service record. Built about 280 BC on an island called Pharos, inside Alexandria’s bustling harbor, it stood for more than a thousand years before being toppled by an earthquake near the end of the first millennium AD. At night keepers lit a bright fire at the top of the huge tower to guide Phoenicians, Greeks, Carthaginians, Romans, and other mariners from all over the known world to this fabled and prosperous city. Most came to load up their ships with grain from the Nile Delta. The rich soil of the delta was so wondrously productive that its grains made possible the Roman Empire and fed soldiers and city dwellers all around the Mediterranean Basin. But the grain would never have reached market without the ships that carried it and the lighthouse that guided their captains to port.


Like the Mediterranean of Roman times, North America’s inland seas are a heavily traveled commercial thoroughfare. Great Lakes freighters carry an endless variety of raw materials and finished products—iron ore to steel mills, metal parts to auto-assembly plants, oil and chemicals to refineries, grain from the prodigious farms of
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For more than a century, the Grand Marias Lighthouse (opposite page) has called mariners home from the dark waters of Lake Superior. Only 33 feet tall, this relatively small tower and it’s bright fifth-order beacon have no doubt saved many lives. Dozens of other towers and beacons scattered throughout the Great Lakes have saved countless others. Of course, some they could not save. LAYNE KENNEDY/CORBIS DOCUMENTARY VIA GETTY IMAGES


the Midwest to hungry peoples all over the world. The Great Lakes have been a key driving force in the American and Canadian economies, and the long lake freighters and their brave crews have fueled that engine. But the prosperity brought by commerce has come at a high price: thousands of ships sunk and thousands of sailors drowned.


Yet the cost in vessels and lives would have been even higher if not for the lighthouses that ring each of the lakes. For more than a century, lake sailors have been guided by a linked chain of navigational lights extending for more than 1,000 miles, from the St. Lawrence River to Duluth. Many of the lights, such as the Charlotte– Genesee Light in Rochester, New York, and the Gibraltar Point Light in Toronto, Ontario, have shined out over the lake waters since the United States and Canada were very young nations. Most lake lighthouses are at least a century old, and all have played an essential role in the economic development and history of the United States and Canada.


Through dramatic photographs and narrative, this book tells the story of the most historically significant, scenic, and romantic lighthouses on all five of the Great Lakes. Travel information is included for those who wish to discover these architectural and historic treasures for themselves. Join us now as we follow a trail of lighthouses leading deep into the heart of a continent.
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