


G
raveyards are generally viewed as eerie places haunted
by the specters of those who have passed on—macabre
tracts of land most people avoid with the same determi
nation Pamela Anderson avoids carrying sharp objects at
chest level. That impression may have to change to
account for the three shipwreck graveyards that lie near
Kingston, Ontario, Canada.

Back in the late 1800s and early 1900s when the Great Lakes were
experiencing their heyday as highways for moving goods from one town to
the next, as well as around the world, thousands of ships passed through
the region. These were hard working vessels, rarely pretty, but strong and
stable enough to handle the sudden storms these inland seas are still famous
for. However, just as the strongest of men age and fade, so did these mighty
wooden ships, which helped build the United States and Canada into what
they are today. Advancing years, fire, explosions, fatigue, and collision
damage are just some of what caused these craft to fall below what actuaries
of the day considered a reasonable insurance risk. Once they could not get
their cargoes insured, they were essentially useless and worthless.

Many such ships sat at port, waiting to make one more run, which would
never come. Despite their sometimes-rich heritage, they met with a most
ignoble fate. Most lay rotting away at their moorings for extended periods
with all their valuable equipment and machinery having been removed and
much of the easily accessible wood being used to heat homes over the long
winter months.

So the question arose: What do you do with a fleet of worthless,
derelict ships only the ever-increasing number of rats could love? Consider-
ing several had sunk dockside, it likely was not a huge leap to come up with
the idea of towing them out to deeper water to let the lake have them once
and for all.

by Tom Wilson



Issue 16 •  • Pg 65

In Toronto, the practice was to anchor them by the waterfront, blow
them up, and watch them burn, which was cheap (and much needed)
depression-era entertainment nicknamed “weenie-roasts.” Kingston had
other ideas though. Today they would be called “artificial reefs,” requiring
site surveys and impact assessments along with complicated and costly
cleaning efforts, but back then, the times were simpler and the “environ-
mentalist” had yet to evolve.

It was a Herculean feat to raise the ships that had been prematurely
introduced to the bottom of the harbor. Then, one by one, make them
seaworthy enough to be towed out where they could be easily forgotten.
Some did not make it that far and now lie scattered across the bottom of
the eastern end of Lake Ontario, whereabouts unknown.

Fast-forward six decades and shipwrecks scuttled as garbage back in a
day when recreational scuba diving was essentially non-existent have long
since fallen from the memory of all but a rare few. The individuals who
know where the precious wrecks are aren’t telling—they’re protecting their
stash of “private” wrecks, ostensibly in the name of preservation to ensure
nothing is removed or damaged. While it is true some artifacts have grown
fins and swam off, Kingston can boast one of the most effective diver
education programs on wreck conservation in the world, spearheaded by a
group called Preserve Our Wrecks (POW). The deck of the dredge Munson,



which sits at 110 feet near the port of Collins Bay, sees a
multitude of divers every year, yet still has a collection
of plates, bowls, pots, and tools few wrecks anywhere
can rival. It is the jewel of POW’s efforts and a triumph
in a sport where all too often the prevailing attitude is,
“If I don’t take it, the next guy will.”

Until roughly 15 years ago, diving in the area was
usually of the Braille variety—you had to be in contact
with the wreck to experience it. Then, a European
freighter accidentally introduced zebra mussels to the
Great Lakes and visibility changed dramatically. The little
clam-like filter feeders (often called considerably less
polite names) have reduced the amount of suspended
particulate in the water to where 100 feet of visibility,
particularly in the spring and fall, is not uncommon in
some areas near Kingston, although the average is
usually around 50 feet. Despite being only three-
quarters of an inch long, zebra mussels can obscure
wreck details by building up a layer several inches thick
as they multiply at a rate rabbits can only dream of. One
American study recorded populations in excess of 5,000
mussels per square yard in some of the worst hit areas.
If given the option of seeing almost nothing or seeing a
wreck coated in a relatively thin layer of zebra mussels,
most divers would opt for the latter.

As the visibility improved over the years, so did the
diving. Suddenly those shipwreck graveyards, which had
been thought worthless, were a goldmine to the dive
industry and a solid link to the rich nautical past of the
area, which had once served as Canada’s capital. All that
was needed now was to find the wrecks.

The Amherst Island graveyard has been dived for
years, containing at least nine ships of which few details
are known. Large ships with names long lost were
quickly given monikers like Titanic, Queen Mary, Em-
press of Ireland, and Lusitania. Another was a joke played
by the finders who triumphantly announced they had
located the Glendora, a ship legends claimed carried a
fortune in gold when it went down—the gold was no-
where to be found but the name and laughter remains.

Although others remain to be found, the premiere
wreck in this graveyard so far is undoubtedly the
paddlewheel steamer Cornwall. Built in 1854 as the
Kingston, she was such a luxurious ship, she hosted the
Prince of Wales (who later became Edward VII) during a
Canadian tour but would later suffer a number of fires
causing numerous fatalities and several rebuilds, which
eventually turned the once fine ship into a humble
wrecking tug. In a bizarre twist of fate, it was actually
the Cornwall, which towed many of the graveyard
occupants to their final resting place before joining them
in the late 1930s, courtesy of some intentional dynamit-
ing. Two boilers, a prop, and a pair of sizeable
paddlewheels make this one of the most interesting
wrecks in the area, all in just over 70 feet of water.

The locations and details of the other two grave-
yards were not as well known. Enter Tom Rutledge and
Dan MacKay, owners of a fledgling dive store operation,
Northern Tech Diver, in Kingston. While other boats
were using finders meant for fish, they decided it was
time to get serious and invested in one of the area’s first



computerized side scan sonar units. As for why they went to
all the expense and trouble, Rutledge said with a swagger
reminiscent of the early days of diving, “Because people told
me we weren’t allowed.” In their first season of using the side
scan sonar, they located 27 wrecks, some whose coordinates
were being kept quiet and immediately started a comprehen-
sive project of recording the sites with both video and still
photography.

“The water helps preserve these sites but they are still
deteriorating,” said McKay, a technical instructor for Global
Underwater Explorers and an accomplished underwater
videographer. “We’ve seen them change dramatically over
the years we’ve been diving the wrecks around here, and
there’s almost no visual record of them.”

The Wolfe Island graveyard is the latest focus of their
efforts. Few names are known for sure—history is still waiting
to be rediscovered. The two most recent wrecks found and
tentatively identified were the 227-foot steamer, Sarnor and
the three-masted schooner, Hattie Hutt, which is 100 feet
shorter. These wrecks lie roughly 90 feet apart with a line
running between them, making it possible to see both wrecks
on a single dive to 90 feet.

With many of the shallower wrecks having now been
found, Rutledge and MacKay are planning to turn their
attentions towards the deeper ones, including the St. Louis,
which reportedly lies in 300 feet of water, but that expedition
will have to wait until after they locate a few long-lost military
planes, but that’s another story.


