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The Great Lakes waterways were instrumental in the growth of the region, for both Canada and 
the United States. The history of shipping in the region parallels the population expansion and 
settlement of the Great Lakes. Major shipping routes and ports on the Great Lakes, including 
information on passenger lists, shipwrecks, military defense, and population expansion are vital to 
understanding the growth of the region. Discoveries along the shores of the lakes and the states’ 
interior lands led to major business booms in the area especially those that depended on shipping 
for transportation of goods. 

History of Shipping on the Great Lakes 
 

Large-scale shipping on the Great Lakes did not begin until iron and copper were discovered on the 
shores of Lake Superior in the 1840s. Prior to that time, 
shipping and commerce on the lakes was small, taking 
place on sailing vessels or paddlewheel-propelled boats. 
Settlement of the Great Lakes happened from east to west 
and the western areas remained wilderness with very few 
settlements, much less ports, shipbuilding yards, roads, and 
other infrastructure. The transport of goods prior to the 
discovery of minerals did not require large ships. However, 
the weight of copper and iron ore to be shipped required 
advances not only in ship-building but also in development 
of ports and the connecting waterways. 

After the discovery of copper and iron, growing 
numbers of miners flooded the area. It was not long before 
the existing ports and ships were overburdened. As a 
response to the urgent need, Captain James Averill built the 
steamer Independence in Chicago and in 1845 piloted the 
ship up Lake Michigan, across the northwestern tip of Lake 
Huron, to Lake Superior, no small task (see Figure 1). At 
that time, the lakes were not completely navigable. There 
was a one mile portage that had to be crossed, near where 
Soo Locks would eventually be built. The ship was 
removed from the lake and transported over land to Lake 
Superior, which took seven weeks. The rise in elevation 
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Figure 1: The route of the steamer Independence, 
NOAA Great Lakes Environmental Research 
Laboratory “Basin map of the Great Lakes,” CC 
BY-SA 2.0; annotations added by author.
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between Lake Huron and Lake Superior at this point was 21-24 feet. The Independence served the settlers 
of Lake Superior for eight years until it exploded in 1853 near the Soo dock.  Once the Independence 1

entered the waters of Lake Superior, it did not take long for others to follow. 
As new mines began to produce ore, more ships needed to move in and out of Lake Superior. The 

barrier at St. Mary’s River needed to be addressed. The river was shallow, rocky, and contained many 
rapids making navigation impossible with larger vessels. Charles T. Harvey, a scale operator in the area, 
devised a plan to make the St. Mary’s River area navigable by building a canal, the Soo Locks, which 
opened in 1855. This opening allowed for a great influx of miners, merchants, and other settlers into the 
Lake Superior region, and in turn, development in the rest of the Lakes grew as well with the greater 
availability of important natural resources. 

. Dana Thomas Bowen, “Great Lakes Ships and Shipping,” Minnesota History 34 (Spring 1954), 10. See also, “Boiler 1
Explosion on the Propeller Independence,” Grand River Times, Grand Haven, Michigan, 7 December 1853, p. 2, c. 1.
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Figure 2: Major shipping routes and ports on the Great Lakes, map based on NOAA Great Lakes Environmental Research 
Laboratory “Basin map of the Great Lakes,” CC BY-SA 2.0; annotations added by author.



Types of Ships 

While the use of steam power can be dated back to early Egyptian, Greek and Roman times, the first 
practical steam engine that would eventually be used for propelling ships, was developed in the late 
1700s. The first steam ships on the Great Lakes were the Canadian (British)-built Frontenac and the U.S.-
built Ontario, both launched in 1816.  2

Sailing craft are described and classified by their rigging, primarily the number of and shape of their 
sails. Passenger and package-freight steamers, on the other hand, are classified by their method of 
propulsion. (See Table 1.) 

Sloops – sailing vessel with a single mast; one of the earliest type of ship on the Great Lakes 
Schooners – sailing vessel with two to four masts; could use a longer and narrower hull than a sloop 

and were therefore faster with good cargo capacity; also an early type of Great Lakes vessel 
Side-wheel steamer  – utilized paddle-wheels mounted on port (left) and starboard (right) sides with 

engines and boilers in the middle (or amidships); usually had one to three masts for sail-power 
Stern-wheel steamer – propelled by on large paddle wheel at the stern or rear of the ship 
Screw propeller steamers – powered by a mounted propeller; single, double, or triple with the 

engine and boilers aft (in the rear); the earlier models also carried masts 
Steam barges – smaller, single-deck screw steamers with powerful engines, designed to tow one or 

two other barges carrying heavy loads; sometimes called “hookers” because they would “hook” 
several barges together 

Whalebacks – a type of cargo steamship with an unusual hull in that it curved toward the waterline 
such that, when fully loaded, appeared like a whale in the water; used for carrying ore and grains 

The registration of ships with a government entity date back to English laws under King Charles II in 
the 1660s. Ships were measured and described thus providing information for taxation and identification. 
After the Revolutionary War, the United States paid attention to ships and shipping issues through some 
early acts regulating trade on U.S. coasts and waterways. On 1 September 1789 “An Act for Registering 
and Clearing Vessels, Regulating the Coasting Trade, and for other Purposes” details exactly how ships 
were to be registered, measured, and certified, how their records were to be kept, and described how 
foreign ships were to be qualified to trade at American ports.  3

. Joel Stone, Floating Palaces of the Great Lakes: A History of Passenger Steamships on the Inland Seas, (Ann Arbor: 2
University of Michigan Press, 2015), 17.

. 1 Stat. 55. For a full understanding of the background and laws concerning early merchant activity on the Great Lakes, 3
read the descriptive pamphlet for NARA microfilm M1800: “Certificates of Enrollment Issued for Merchant Vessels at Chicago, 
Illinois, 1847–1866, and Related Master Abstracts of Enrollments, 1847–1911,” National Archives and Records Administration, 
2004; available online at www.archives.gov/research/maritime/vessel-documents.html.
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Table 1: Types of Ships

Sloop – Humming Bird, US, built in 
Detroit, Michigan, builder unknown, 
in 1871 
Length: 31 ft 
Gross Tonnage: 6.64 
Hull: Wood 
Rig changed to schooner between 
1877–1880; ship dropped from 
enrollment in 1888, disposition 
unknown

Schooner – Belle, US, built in 
Manitowoc, Wisconsin by William 
Bates in 1856 
Length: 93.33 ft 
Gross Tonnage: 123 
Hull: Wood 
Towline broke from propeller F.W. 
Fletcher and was stranded on Point au 
Sable, Michigan on 11 December 1908 
(no lives lost)

Sidewheeler – Alpena, US, built in 
Marine City, Michigan by David 
Gallagher in 1867 
Length: 197 ft 
Gross Tonnage: 653 
Hull: Wood 
Foundered 16 October 1880, 20 miles 
of Kenosha, Wisconsin on Lake 
Michigan (73 lives lost)
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Great Lakes Commodities 

Fur 
The first explorers to the Great Lakes region quickly learned how rich the natural resources were. 

Their interactions and trading with native tribes revealed a vast water system, full of fur-bearing animals. 
The French demand for imported furs spurred early trade in the region. Fur trading posts were built and 
trading companies were formed. The Hudson’s Bay Company, a British fur trading company, was one of 
the first and largest; charted in 1670, it is still in existence today as the owner of high-end department 
stores such as Lord & Taylor, Saks Fifth Avenue, and others.  The fur trade was quite lucrative for the 4

owners of the fur trading companies. 
Fur trading companies formed throughout northern North America: the New Netherland Company, 

the Missouri Fur Company, the American Fur Company, the North West Company, and the Russian-
American Company. The American Fur Company was started in 1808 by John Jacob Astor, a German 
immigrant who sailed to Baltimore intending to sell musical instruments. He met a furrier on the ship who 
described the fur trade with the Indians. Astor then decided to start a fur trading company that was 

Steamer – Greyhound, US, built in 
Wyandotte, MI in 1902 by Detroit Ship 
Building Co. (Stern-wheel) 
Length: 276 ft 
Gross Tonnage: 1392 
Hull: Steel 
Owned by White Star Line, Red Star 
Line, and finally by Security Home 
Trust Co. Scrapped in 1936.

Whaleback – Vessel 0105, US, built in 
Duluth, MN in 1890 by the American 
Steel Barge Company. 
Length: 276.5 ft 
Gross Tonnage: 1295 
Hull: Steel 
Foundered about fifteen miles 
southwest of Fire Island Light Vessel, 
New York, 10 November 1910 (no lives 
lost)

Ship information from “Great Lakes Vessels Online Index,” BGSU University 
Libraries (licensed use), http://greatlakes.bgsu.edu/vessel.

. “Our Company,” HBC, (http://www3.hbc.com/hbc/about-us/ : viewed 14 September 2017).4
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independent of the Hudson Bay Company. He established a series of trading posts from the Great Lakes 
region to the Pacific coast. At his death in 1848, it was estimated that he had amassed 24 million dollars!  5

The French and British clashed greatly over the fur trade in the Great Lakes region, taking sides with 
various native tribes to form alliances. Eventually the French and Indian War was fought between Britain 
and France, as part of a larger competition between the two nations in the Sixty Years War. 

Commercial Fishing 
Commercial fishing began in the Great Lakes around 1820. Without regulation or planning for 

sustainability, the lakes were grossly over-fished and the commercial fishing industry today is still in 
decline. In the 1830s, the fishing industry was small, serving mostly local and regional markets. However, 
international demand for fish prompted more and more fishing companies to build and operate more 
fishing boats. By the 1890s, the fishing industry and the overall health of the region was in crisis: 

“As optimistic settler-developers exploited the region’s rich natural bounty in search of livelihoods 
and even fortunes, the area of cultivated land in farms grew rapidly. The original grass and tree 
cover disappeared. Lumbermen felled the great forests. Developers damned rivers and streams to 
power mills and to create delivery systems for logs; they mined the earth; they filled in and 
drained wetlands; they altered waterways by building canals linking rivers and lakes; they dredged 
harbors to facilitate shipping; they even reversed the flow of streams and rivers. Industry grew and 
so did towns and cities; they generated human sewage, garbage, and industrial wastes in ever 
larger quantities. Streams, rivers, and lakes served as refuse disposal systems. This massive 
reordering of the relationship between humans, land, and animal and plant life vastly changed the 
Great Lakes drainage basin between 1850 and 1890.”  6

For more information on the U.S. fishing industry in the Great Lakes, NARA Record Group 22 
contains “Records of the U.S. Fish And Wildlife Service” which includes information and records from 
the Great Lakes and Central Region (region 4). 

Mining 
In the early 1840s, copper was discovered near the shores of Lake Superior in northern Michigan. 

Douglass Houghton conducted a geologic survey of the area in 1840 and described rich copper deposits.  7

This prompted a large influx of businessmen and miners looking to make their fortune in copper mining.  
Not long after the copper rush, iron was discovered in northern Michigan. The “Marquette Iron 

Range” was discovered in 1844 by a group of surveyors whose magnetic-sensitive compasses were not 

. John Brandt Mansfield, History of the Great Lakes, (Chicago: J.H. Beers and Co., 1899), 135.5

. Margaret Beattie Bogue, “To Save the Fish: Canada, the United States, the Great Lakes and the Joint Commission of 6
1892,” The Journal of American History, 79: 1432.

. Mike Forgrave, “Mines,” Copper Country Explorer, (www.coppercountryexplorer.com/explorations/mines/ : viewed 4 7
October 2017), para. 2.
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working properly.  These men formed the Jackson Mining Company in 1845.  Even though this large iron 8 9

deposit was discovered, it took several years to develop the infrastructure needed to mine it and haul it to 
the smelters to the south. 

Lead was discovered in Wisconsin, though mostly in the south western region of the state, along the 
Mississippi River, from south of the Wisconsin River, running south into Jo Daviess County, Illinois. 
Over time, iron, gold, zinc, nickel, copper, and silver deposits have been discovered and mined in 
Wisconsin. 

Lumber 
With the expansion of the U.S. to the west in the 1800s, settlers reached the timber-starved regions of 

the Great Plains. The demand for lumber was very high during the mid-1800s. Prior to the Civil War, the 
nation’s primary fuel was wood. Additionally, new immigrants needed materials to build settlements, 
houses, barns, fence posts, and to fulfill community needs such as bridges, town buildings, railroad ties. 
The areas around the Great Lakes were surrounded with vast areas of timber which eventually became a 
primary source for timber production. Timber cultivation began in earnest in the 1850s and by the early 
1900s the forests were largely decimated.  10

Farming 
The interior land of the Great Lakes states was largely agricultural. Wheat was the major cash crop 

grown in the midwestern states. With the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, larger shipments of wheat 
and other grains were made a viable product for not just local settlers, but to customers farther east. 
Shipments were able to reach the southern parts of Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio by way of the canals built 
in those states, connecting the Lakes to the Ohio River. Other agricultural items shipped eastward 
included flour, oats, animal feed, fruits, vegetables, as well as butter and eggs. Of course, shipping traffic 
also flowed to the west; Buffalo shipped almost 200,000 tons of sugar per year, most of it heading to 
western ports such as Milwaukee, Chicago, and Detroit.  11

Ship Development and Innovation 

The growth and development of shipbuilding on the Great Lakes was prompted largely by the 
anticipation of the War of 1812. As tensions grew, both the American and British (Canada) sides of the 

. Bruce Bowlus, “Bold Experiments: The Evolution of the Great Lakes Ore Carrier,” Michigan Historical Review 22:1 8
(Spring 1996): 1–17.

. Randall J. Schaetzl, “Marquette Iron Range,” Geography of Michigan, GEO 330, (geo.msu.edu/extra/geogmich/9
Marquette-iron-range.html : viewed 4 October 2017), para. 1.

. Teresa Opheim, “The Felling of the Great Lakes Forests,” EPA Journal 19 (Jan 1993): 60.10

. Daniel O. Fletcher, “The Decline of the Great Lakes Package-Freight Carriers,” The Business History Review 36 (Winter 11
1962): 388.
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conflict built shipyards and ships in an attempt to gain superiority on the Lakes. Major shipyards during 
this time were the American shipyard Sackets Harbor, New York on the eastern end of Lake Ontario, and 
at the British shipyard at Kingston, Ontario on the Upper Canada (Ontario) side of the Lake. While ships 
only had minor skirmishes on Lake Ontario, the large battles during the War of 1812 took place on Lake 
Erie. Another important shipyard was located in Erie, Pennsylvania. Here a fleet was built, commanded 
by Oliver Hazard Perry, that defeated the opposing British fleet and commanded by Robert Heriot Barclay 
and built at Fort Amherstburg, Upper Canada.  12

When iron and copper ore was discovered near the shores of Lake Superior, a sudden need for larger 
shipping operations became apparent. Prior to the 1840s, ports and harbors were small in scale; increased 
mining required larger ships and subsequently larger ports. Many new settlements, towns, and ports 
opened on the shores of the Lakes during the 1800s and the area saw great increases in population, 
commerce, and ship-building. Schooners relied on weather and proper winds to make timely arrivals. 
Steam ships with propellers were developed to move freight faster, and allowed ships to arrive on a 
regular schedule regardless of weather. Canals were developed to bypass rough rapids and shallow waters. 
As shipbuilders worked to find solutions to the demand for more freight capacity, experimentation began 
in creating larger ships. Sometimes experimentation ended in tragedy as sailors tried out new designs that 
were not capable of handling rough weather. However, these trials eventually led to better ships designed 
specifically to handle travel challenges unique to the Great Lakes. 

One such innovation was a ship style built by Captain Alexander McDougall (of Duluth) known as 
“whalebacks” because of their shape. They were designed with flat bottoms and rounded tops to allow 
water to run off. They allowed for heavy loads of ore to be transported in the least possible depth of water, 
therefore allowing passage in some of the more shallow areas of the Lakes.  The lumber industry also 13

motivated innovation. Lumber “hookers” were designed to make transporting lumber easier and more 
efficient. These were a series of barges, connected, or “hooked” together, to form a chain of barges. As the 
lumber industry dwindled, so did the use of these “hookers.” 

Another important design innovation was the moving of steamer paddle wheels from the sides to the 
rear of the ship, and eventually changing to screw propellers rather than the paddle wheel. This moved the 
main machinery, engines, furnaces, and fuel storage, to the rear of the ship, allowing the middle of the 
ship to be used for freight storage. 

Possibly one of the most advancing innovations to freighter ships made the loading/unloading process 
more efficient. In the early days, ores were loaded onto the ships manually using wheelbarrows or 
buckets. It took up to a day to load and unload the freight. Alexander E. Brown, a civil and mining 
engineer who studied in Brooklyn, developed a new system for unloading ships where a mechanized 

. Stone, Floating Palaces, 14.12

. Dana Thomas Bowen, “Great Lakes Ships and Shipping,” Minnesota History 34 (Spring 1954): 12,13
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bucket would be lowered into the hold, and once filled, was raised up vertically and then was moved to 
the dock using a cable system.  14

In the early 1900s, package freighters, hauling items individually rather than in bulk (ores and grains), 
carried a much more diverse cargo. Items included automobiles and auto parts in the 1920s and 1930s, 
manufactured goods such as linoleum, cement, copper, machinery, toilet paper, burlap, glassware, nails, 
paint, and so on. Package freighters ran east-west between Chicago, Milwaukee, and Duluth in the west to 
Buffalo, Cleveland, and Detroit in the east.   15

In addition to ship design and development, one cannot overlook the developments in canal and lock 
engineering that took place over these years of Great Lakes shipping. Several canals and lock systems 
were developed that allowed ships to pass directly through without having to remove ships or their cargo 
and transport over land. Two impressive examples of engineering feats for the time are the Welland Canal 
that bypasses Niagara Falls, and the Soo Locks 
that connects Lake Superior to the rest of the 
Lakes. 

A lock system works as follows (See Figure 3): 
• The ship enters the lock at the same water 

level. 
• The gate is closed behind the ship. 
• The water is either raised or lowered. 
• Then the forward gate is opened and the 

ship moves out. 

St. Mary’s River was the only waterway connecting Lake Superior to the other lakes; there is one 
natural barrier that prevents free movement of ships, the Falls on St. Mary’s. Initially ships had to be built 
and carried piece by piece and assembled in Lake Superior, and then could never leave the lake. In 1855, 
Michigan gained financing to begin developing a system of locks that would finally allow ships direct 
access in and out of Lake Superior. The Soo Locks are located on St. Mary’s River between Lake 
Superior and Lake Huron, between the Upper Peninsula and Canada. 

. Bowlus, “Bold Experiments,” 11.14

. Fletcher, “The Decline of the Great Lakes Package-Freight Carriers,” 388.15
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Figure 3:“How a Lock Works,” Library and Archives Canada: 
Cultural Heritage, (www.pc.gc.ca/en/lhn-nhs/qc/saintours/
decouvrir-discover/ecluses-locks : accessed September 2017).
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Passenger Ships 

Passenger ships on the Great Lakes began as an enterprise very early in the history of the Great 
Lakes. The earliest were sailing vessels, prior to steam power. These early vessels were at the mercy of 
the weather and winds and therefore were not reliable for scheduling trips. The first steamships were in 
early planning stages in 1815, while the War of 1812 was still being fought. The building of American 
steam ship Ontario began in 1816 at Sacket’s Harbor, New York and began its first steam-powered 
voyage on Lake Ontario 14 May 1817. On 7 September 1816, the steamboat Frontenac entered the waters 
of Lake Ontario at Finkle’s Point, Ontario. It was the first steamboat to enter the waters, though without 
its steam machinery. It was sailed to Kingston, Ontario to complete the outfitting of the steam engine and 
began travel by steam on 23 May 1817.  The benefit from these steamers was that they could conduct 16

their routes on a schedule, something that had not really been done before. Steam allowed ships to make a 
voyage in a more predictable manner than sailing. This was a huge boon to the passenger ship industry. 

By the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825, there were seven steamboats working on Lake Ontario. 
The flourishing competition dropped passage rates from $15 to $8. If a passenger wanted to ride without a 
room, entirely on deck, they could usually get the fare at half the price.  Of course, with the completion 17

of the Erie Canal, passage on Lake Ontario diminished as travelers made their way by canal to Lake Erie. 
The first steamboat on Lake Erie was the 
Walk-in-Water (Figure 4), which first 
traveled on 25 August 1818 with twenty-
nine passengers. She was piloted by Captain 
Job Fish who made the voyage from Buffalo 
to Detroit, by way of Erie, Grand River, 
Cleveland, and Sandusky in 44 hours and 10 
minutes running time.  In 1819, the Walk-18

in-Water made its way from Buffalo to 
Detroit, up the Detroit River, through Lake 
St. Clair and the St. Clair River, up Lake 
Huron, and around to Mackinac and Green 
Bay to also become the first steam vessel on 
Lake Michigan.  This voyage took fifty-two 19

hours total, sixteen of which were spent at 
anchor to refill supplies, and marked the 

. Stone, Floating Palaces, 17–18.16

. Stone, Floating Palaces, 22.17

. Mansfield, History of the Great Lakes, 593.18

. Mansfield, History of the Great Lakes, 596.19
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Figure 4: “Str. Walk-in-the-Water (from old print),” 1910; digital 
image,  Library of Congress (www.loc.gov/resource/det.4a16180/ : 
downloaded 4 October 2017).
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beginning of tourism in the upper Michigan area, primarily Mackinac Island.  20

Typical steam-powered passenger ships were of the side-wheel paddle design through the late 1800s. 
The only whaleback designed for passenger service was the S.S. Christopher Columbus.  

Shipwrecks and Disasters 

With the completion of the Erie Canal, Great Lakes travelers were able to travel from New York to 
Wisconsin (Michigan Territory) completely by water. They also had to deal with the unpredictability of 
the Lakes. Many shipwrecks occurred on the lakes due to nature and man. 

Weather on the Lakes was unforgiving and sent many good ships into their depths. A system of storm 
warning flags was developed in the fall of 1871. The first warning flags were displayed in eight ports on 
the Great Lakes: Buffalo, Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Grand Haven, Milwaukee, Oswego, and Toledo.   21

The Lifesaving Service was a government agency formed in 1848 to aid in saving the lives of 
shipwrecked passengers and crew. This later became the U.S. Coast Guard. Lighthouse keepers began 
working at least as early as 1821, but didn’t fall under Civil Service until 1896. In 1939, the Lighthouse 
Bureau was formed.  Of note are the large numbers of female lighthouse keepers on the Great Lakes. A 22

large majority of them were the widows or relatives of lighthouse keepers who chose to keep the lights 
burning after their male relatives died.  23

When researching shipwrecks, you’ll need to determine the following: the location of the event, the 
home port of the vessel, the residence of the ship’s captain, and what courts had jurisdiction in that area. 
Once you have these, determine the nearest lighthouse to the shipwreck and examine their records at 
NARA Great Lakes Region in Chicago. 

National Archives record groups that will be of interest if researching shipwrecks include: 
• RG6, United States Coast Guard, combined from these four agencies: 

• Bureau of Lighthouses (1780–1939) 
• Revenue Cutter Service (1790–1915) 
• Life Saving Service (1871–1915) 
• U.S. Coast Guard (current) 

• RG36, U.S. Customs Service (1789–1940s) – wreck reports 
• RG41, Bureau of Marine Inspection and Navigation (1852–1942) 

. Stone, Floating Palaces, 35.20

. Erik D. Craft, “The Value of Weather Information Services for Nineteenth-Century Great Lakes Shipping,” The 21
American Economic Review 88 (December): 1060.

. National Archives Trust Fund Board, Guide to Genealogical Research in the National Archives, (Washington, D.C.: 22
National Archives and Records Service, 1982), 119.

. L. Laughlin, “Illuminating the Way: Women Lighthouse Keepers of the Great Lakes,” Coast Guard Great Lakes: 23
Official Blog of the 9th Coast Guard District, (http://greatlakes.coastguard.dodlive.mil/2014/03/illuminating-the-way-women-
lighthouse-keepers-of-the-great-lakes/ : viewed 4 October 2017), para. 8. See also Donald J. Terras, “Keepers of the Flame,” 
Historic Illinois 22 (October 1999): 7.
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Table 2: Shipwreck Records at the National Archives

Date of Event Ship(s) Record Source

9 Dec 1825 Goodintent/Buffalo NY History from A. B. 
Markham

Pioneer Collections 
Report of the Pioneer 
Society of the State of 
Michigan Vol. 2, 1880

29 Oct 1863 Rules for Limit of 
Passengers

RG41 Steamboat 
Inspection Service

9 Aug 1865 Pewabic & Meteor Report 026 RG41 8th Sup. District 
Detroit

1 Oct 1865 Annual Report containing 
info on Meteor & Pewabic

Report 016 RG41 8th Sup. District 
Detroit

21 Jun 1868 Morning Star & Courtland Report 048 RG41 8th Sup. District 
Detroit

14 Aug 1868 Empire State & 
Dunderburg

Report RG41 8th Sup. District 
Detroit

1 Oct 1868 Annual Report containing 
info on Empire State & 
Dunderburg

Report 016 RG41 8th Sup. District 
Detroit

2 Sept 1900 No name Sloop Telegram Smallboat/
Wreck report

RG26 Entry 241C

18 Nov 1900 No Name Lighter Wreck Report RG26 Entry 241C

15 Dec 1913 C. H. Little Wreck Report/ Record of 
Marine Casualties

T925; T926

16 Sept 1944 CG Bedlow Letter from USS Inflict RG52, Entry 40

Various Wreck Report logs RG26 Entry 241A

Map of Lake Michigan 
Light Stations

RG26 Entry 68

*Chart information adapted and used with permission by and with gratitude to Elizabeth Kelley 
Kerstens, CG.



• RG21, Records of the District Courts of the U.S. – admiralty case files 
Also, be sure you research for more information in newspapers, in the area near where the collision 

occurred, where passengers were from, where the ship’s home port was, and in the New York Maritime 
Register.  24

Shipping Records 

There are very few, if any, passenger lists, especially prior to 1900. Passenger ship companies or 
captains were not required to keep a list of passengers that boarded or departed ships on the Great Lakes, 
especially if those ships did not stop in Canadian ports. Passengers simply purchased a ticket and came 
aboard, much like we would today when taking a public bus or subway. Researchers are more likely to 
find cargo lists and captains’ notes which my contain some clues, but not usually genealogically-relevant 
information. In the late 1890s, ships arriving from Canada were required to provide a list of passengers, 
similar to border crossing records. 

Some early Great Lakes passenger lists can be located on microfilm (M575) through the National 
Archives in a collection titled “Atlantic, Gulf, and Great Lakes Ports, 1820–1873” covering ports of entry 
from Canada. There are sixteen rolls to this collection, arranged alphabetically by port, then 
chronologically. The only Great Lakes ports listed are Rochester, New York and Sandusky, Ohio on roll 
16.  25

Over time, various governmental agencies have been charged with keeping records about shipping 
and shipping disasters. Table 2 provides a list of specific shipwreck records held by the National 
Archives. The National Archives website also has an entire section devoted to maritime records including 
“Great Lakes Crew Lists,” “Great Lakes Vessel Enrollments Database, 1815–1915,” “Maritime Accidents 
and Casualties (Wreck Reports)” and others.  The following are some of the NARA Record Groups that 26

may be of interest to Great Lakes researchers : 27

• RG26 – “Records of the U.S. Coast Guard” which contains lighthouse records (M1373) and wreck 
reports; also records relating to the enrollment of vessels and licensing of crews at several 
inland ports, including Duluth 

• RG36 – “Records of the U.S. Customs Service” which contains wreck reports, shipping articles 
through 1872 

. Online copies for various years are available at GenealogyBank (1876 only), Mystic Seaport (1858 only).24

. Ancestry has a database with this collection although the title is a misnomer. See “U.S., Atlantic Ports Passenger Lists, 25
1820–1873 and 1893–1959” (search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=8758).  On the right, if you choose “Roll Based” you can 
then choose to look at NARA film M575, and choose roll 16 to view the two Great Lakes ports in the series.

. See “Maritime Records” on NARA website (https://www.archives.gov/research/maritime).26

. Data collected from NARA website (www.archives.gov) and Guide to Genealogical Research in the National Archives.27
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• RG41 – “Records of the Bureau of Marine Inspection and Navigation, 1774–1982” which contains 
certificates of registration, enrollment, and license known as “vessel documents,” and 
logbooks; also shipping articles for years after 1872 (exact dates vary by port) 

• RG85 – “Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service” which contains Great Lakes Crew 
Lists for 1920s–1970s 

Records may also be located in a large variety of locations, especially those pertaining to private 
owners and operators of ships. Generally, examining the collections of local libraries, county courthouses, 
various archives, historical societies, colleges, universities, and museums focused on maritime topics. 
Some special collections of note are: 

• Alpena County Public Library, Great Lakes Maritime Collection, online database 
• Bowling Green State University, Center for Archival Collections, Great lakes Vessels Online Index 
• National Museum of the Great Lakes, manuscript collection, journal Inland Seas 
• Norway Heritage, ship database includes not only ships from Norway, but also ships that carried 

immigrants inland to Great Lakes ports 
• Wisconsin Maritime Museum at Manitowoc, manuscript collection 

Railroads and the Demise of Lake Shipping 

As railway systems were introduced to the North American transportation scene, they were initially a 
helpful and integral part in moving settlers from the east coast to areas inland. The first locomotive was 
carried by sail vessel to Chicago in 1837.  From that port, the rail lines developed rapidly to the west. 28

Eventually railways replaced canals because of their speed and efficiency. Early in the 1850s, the railways 
paralleled the lake shores. Rails had advantages to ship travel such as speed and being able to run in most 
weather conditions thus affording year-round travel.  

Some shipping companies also got into the railway business, either through merger or purchase, and 
used the two transport systems in tandem, thus keeping their ships running. By 1912, of the fifteen largest 
shipping carriers, railroad companies owned seven of them.  29

However, many companies went out of business or sold their ships, many of which were sailed out to 
sea either by way of the Mississippi to New Orleans, or through the Erie Canal to New York, or by the St. 
Lawrence River. Shipping companies that had been operating on the Lakes turned to international trade 
for their economic survival. 

. Mansfield, History of the Great Lakes, 191. See also “Patent Full-Text Databases,” database with images, USPTO: 28
United States Patent and Trademark Office (http://www.uspto.gov/ : accessed July 2016), images, Alexander E. Brown, Hoisting 
and Conveying Machine, patent file no. 302,706 (1884); original file location not cited.

. Fletcher, “The Decline of the Great Lakes Package-Freight Carrier,” 389.29
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