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How NOAA’s Ocean Exploration Team Hunts Shipwrecks

hat diver doesn’t secretly dream of finding a sunken treasure chest filled with pirate loot or being the

first to discover a long-lost shipwreck? While our dream might seem a little farfetched, for the men

and women of the'National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Office of Ocean Exploration,
searching for — and finding — shipwrecks is just another day at the office.

This two-part feature details the tools and technology that recently helped researchers pinpoint the loca-

tion of wrecks lost to the depths of Lake Huron for ages. And believe it or not, the NOAA team believes there

are at least 100 more wrecks waiting to be found.

Discovering Two Lost Shipwrecks in Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary

By Elizabeth Weinberg
Beneath the WaVes of Thunder Bay National Ma-

rine Sanctuary lies an underwater museum. In this section
of Lake Huron, nestled up against the shores of north-
eastern Michigan, are nearly 100 known shipwrecks.
These shipwrecks tell the story of the Great Lakes’ mari-
time history — and last summer, sanctuary researchers
found two more.
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Many of the shipwrecks in Thunder Bay
- National Mari nctuary, like Joseph S. Fay,

The waters of Thunder Bay are treacherous. To mariners,
they were nicknamed “Shipwreck Alley,” and through fire,
ice, collision and storms, the lake frequently claimed ves-
sels and crews. Today, the sanctuary protects these histori-
cal artifacts so that we can all — researchers, divers and
members of the public alike — continue to explore and
learn from them.

While many shipwrecks’ locations are already known
within Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary, at least



100 more are suspected to be hidden
in the sanctuary’s depths. Last year,
from April through July, sanctuary
researchers teamed up with NOAA’s
Office of Ocean Exploration and
Research to test new tools, like un-
manned aircraft systems and autono-
mous underwater vehicles, to search
for some of these lost wrecks. While
testing these tools, researchers located
the lost wrecks of Choctaw and Ohio.
Both wrecks have been resting on
the lake bottom for more than a centu-
ry. Choctaw, a 267-foot (81 m) steel semi-
whaleback steamer, was lost on July 12,
1915, after colliding with the freight-
er Wahcondah in dense fog. Although
the ship sank rapidly, Captain Charles
A. Fox and his crew of 21 men were all
rescued. The Ohiowas lost on September
26, 1894, after a collision with the ves-
sel Ironton in rough weather. That acci-
dent was not so lucky. While Obid’s crew
were all rescued, five of Ironton’s crew
members perished in the accident.
Today, these wrecks are historically
and archaeologically significant sites,
resting deeper than 250 feet (76 m) in
Lake Huron. Ohio is an early version
of what later became an iconic Great
Lakes bulk carrier design, one of the
earliest attempts at Great Lakes-spe-
cific ship design. Choctaw also repre-
sents innovation in ship construction.

“These remarkable discoveries re-
mind us that the mystery is still out
there — there are still shipwrecks to
find,” says Thunder Bay National Ma-
rine Sanctuary superintendent Jeff
Gray. “Our team is excited to further
document Obio and Choctaw and tell
their stories. We'll keep looking for
other wrecks and working to ensure
that these treasures are preserved for
future generations.”

Both wrecks are still in good shape
thanks to the cold, fresh water of
Lake Huron. “Obio and Choctaw are
remarkable examples of two very sig-
nificant Great Lakes watercraft, and
both are beautifully preserved,” ex-
plains maritime historian Charles P.
Labadie. “Virtually all of their rig-
ging and deck hardware is intact, and
there is clear evidence of the accidents
that claimed both vessels. Talk about
keeping history alive!”

Though the wrecks are too deep for
recreational diving, Thunder Bay Na-
tional Marine Sanctuary staft plan to
develop exhibits and public outreach
materials to enable the public to access
and learn more about these shipwrecks.
“These discoveries are a valuable ad-
dition to our Great Lakes maritime
history,” explains Sanctuary Advisory
Council member Steve Kroll, who has
been diving Lake Huron’s shipwrecks

Choctaw is one shipwreck that

was recently found in Thunder Bay
National Marine Sanctuary.

-

for decades. “Even at their great depth,
non-divers and divers alike can learn
more about the shipwrecks™ stories
through sanctuary efforts to document
and preserve the sites.”

These wrecks tell the stories of our
maritime past, stories that are still rel-
evant today. Ohio and Choctaw will be
nominated for listing on the National
Register of Historic Places and the de-
scendants of Choctaw’s Captain Fox still
live in Michigan. “If you're raised in a
maritime family, it’s in your blood,” says
Fox’s granddaughter, Ruth Schwartz
Fisher. “When they found the Choc-
taw, I got so excited I got tears in my
eyes. I remember Grandfather Charles
talking about that trip and how scary
it was when it went down.” After she
heard the news, she alerted her family
and friends, helping to keep Choctaw’s
story alive for future generations.

In addition to these two new
wrecks, Thunder Bay National Marine
Sanctuary provides ample opportuni-
ties to visitors to explore Great Lakes
history. Many of the sanctuary’s ship-
wrecks are accessible by divers and
snorkelers, and shallow wrecks can be
seen by kayakers or aboard glass-bot-
tom boats. The Great Lakes Maritime
Heritage Center is a perfect gateway
to recreational and educational activi-
ties for everyone! &

An autonomous
underwater vehicle
sonar scan runs parallel
with the long axis of
the vessel researchers
believe is that of
wooden bulk carrier
Ohio. Two upright
masts are easily seen
fore and aft, while a
third collapsed mast
can be seen via its
shadow amidships.
Likewise, the acoustic
shadow of the
pilothouse forward
reveals a textbook bulk
carrier design feature:
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