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Century-old Mystery Solved
Wreck of the L.R. Doty
Discovered in Lake Michigan

Note: Our thanks to
Brendon Baillod, president of
the Wisconsin Underwater
Archeology Association, for his
contribution to this story.

Looking down the companion way of the L.R. Doty. Photo by John Scoles.
By Kathy Reed, Senior Editor

A

utumn in the Great Lakes region - the leaves turn brilliant, then
drift to the ground, creating a blanket of color soon replaced
with a carpet of snow.
It’s an unpredictable time to travel over land, much less over
water. Storms on the lakes wreaked havoc in the early days of
commerce, when ships were one of the most economical means of
transporting goods.
“People don’t realize that once upon a time there were hundreds of
huge wooden ships here. Whole communities were tied to the Lakes,
the ships or the docks – people followed the movement of these ships
the way we follow sports teams,” Brendon Baillod, marine historian
and president of the Wisconsin Underwater Archeology Association,
said in an interview with Dive News.
Autumn was also a lucrative time of year in the shipping business,
as vessels could transport coal for the cold months ahead and grain
from the recent harvests. And so it was not unusual that the steamship
L.R. Doty sailed from Chicago on October 24, 1898 bearing 107,000
bushels of corn and towing the schooner barge Olive Jeanette. The
ships were bound for Midland, Ontario where they would unload
their cargo, then head to Lake Superior to pick up a load of iron ore
to bring to Cleveland, Ohio.
“That was when there was the highest premium on cargos, but
that was also the time when everyone knew their chances of getting
killed were higher,” Baillod said. “When the L.R. Doty sank that year,
she was one of several.”
Built in 1893 for the Cuyahoga Transit Company, Cleveland,
Ohio, the Doty was considered a relatively new and sturdy ship. She
was one of the last giant wooden lake steamers built and one of six
“sister” ships, which included the steamers William F. Sauber, C.F.
Bielman, Tampa, Iosco and the Uganda.
“They were known as the “unlucky sisters,” said Baillod,
“because only one of them ended its career naturally.”
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L.R. Doty

Fashioned of white oak, the Doty’s hull was 291-feet long with
a capacity of more than 2,056 gross tons. According to Baillod, the
Doty had nine deck hatches and a tall fore-mast for setting canvas, if
needed. Steel arches were imbedded in the sides of her wooden hull
to provide additional stability.
The Wreck
When the Doty and Olive Jeanette left Chicago, the weather
was fair. Their planned course would take them up Lake Michigan
to the Straits of Mackinac, into Lake Huron and then to Midland.
As they headed toward Milwaukee, the wind began to pick up. By
late afternoon, snow and sleet obscured visibility and the waves were
at more than 20 feet. North of Milwaukee, the towline between the
Doty and the Olive Jeanette broke. The Doty continued to steam to
the north, while the crew of the Olive Jeanette (which survived – that
time, at least) worked to set canvas. The Doty was never seen again.
All 17 crewmembers and the ship’s two cats perished.
It’s believed the Doty turned to retrieve the Olive Jeanette,
breaking her rudder chains, which put her broadside to the waves,
allowing the water to tear off her deck houses and breach her hatch
covers. Other vessels in the area during the storm saw the Olive
Jeanette but not the Doty, which means she probably foundered a
few hours after their separation. Two days later a debris field believed
to belong to the Doty was spotted about 25 miles off Kenosha, Wis.
Because of that, it was believed for years the Doty lay
offshore from Kenosha. But in his book “Fathoms Deep But
Not Forgotten: Wisconsin’s Lost Ships,” Baillod said a detailed
analysis of the Doty’s course, the duration and direction of the
storm, the debris field and the timeline suggested she actually
foundered somewhere off Milwaukee.
“I found a really riveting first person account of that day from
the (female) cook on the Olive Jeanette,” recounted Baillod. “It
was a really harrowing account, which said the two ships became
separated north of Milwaukee. It became clear to me the wreck of the
Doty should have been off Milwaukee. (Read the cook’s account at
tinyurl.com/24b5x88)
“The other thing that interested me in the Doty was that I was
involved many years ago in the discovery of the Olive Jeanette,”
continued Baillod. “During my research, I came across an incident in
1951 when a fishing vessel brought up a human skull in its net. The
captain brought it to the sheriff, who brought it to the state health lab
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in Lansing, Mich., where it was determined to be a woman’s skull.
We later went out to the area where the woman’s skull was found,
and eventually located the wreck of the Olive Jeanette. Here’s what’s
creepy – the skull belonged to the cook who gave the account of
the storm that sank the Doty. She inadvertently played a role in the
discovery of both ships!”
The Telltale Snag
In 1991, the commercial fishing tug Butchie B snagged its nets
on an obstruction more than 20 miles from shore and in 300 feet of
water. Its captain told Milwaukee charter captain Jerry Guyer about
it. Guyer, owner of Pirates Cove Dive Shop and the dive charter
boat LenDer, was curious, and imaged the site with a fish finder. His
search revealed a large object on the bottom, but because of its depth,
distance and lack of safe, “everyday” technology for deep dives, his
find wasn’t a high priority. Baillod was intrigued.
“It piqued my interest because I collect accounts of fishermen’s
snags. Jerry had imaged that area and he’s the one who said there’s a
huge wreck out there,” Baillod said. “It occurred to me that the wreck
was in the exact right spot to be the Doty.”
By 2009, the technology had improved so much technical divers
were able to routinely dive beyond the 400-foot mark, and the interest
in finding deep wrecks grew.
Baillod shared the story of the Butchie B’s deep snag and Guyer’s
subsequent images with technical diver and Milwaukee charter
captain Jitka Hanakova, who operates the dive boat Mollie V through
her company, Shipwreck Explorers.
“Brendon knew about the ship for maybe 10 years, but the
technology wasn’t available for us to dive it as easily as today,”
Hanakova told Dive News. “It may as well have been on the moon
back then.”
The Discovery
Hanakova relocated the site in May, recording accurate GPS
coordinates about 24 miles southeast of Milwaukee, off the coast of
Oak Creek, Wis.
“I did a search pattern and found it a few hours later,” she said.
“I knew it was big. I was guessing it was at least 200 feet. So at that
point we knew we had a target, but in May the water is still too cold.
I didn’t want to wait, but I know better enough than to put divers into
that situation.”
A month later the weather and water temperatures had improved
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Today the Doty sits upright and intact, the remains of her corn
enough to schedule a dive. Hanakova carried a team of seven
technical divers back to explore the depths of Lake Michigan on June cargo still in her hold. The cold, fresh water and its extreme depth
16. Baillod and Pete Scotland provided surface support and historical have left her in an amazing state of preservation. A video of the
wreck, taken by Janzen, is available at tinyurl.com/2eoahup.
information about the find.
The Doty is protected by Wisconsin law as a publicly owned
Divers John Janzen, John Scoles and Tracy Xelowski were the
historic wreck. Salvage is not allowed without a permit from the
first in the water.
“We didn’t plan on communicating with the team when they went state. Her discovery has been reported to the state historical society’s
down,” shared Baillod. “It was a deep dive, a treacherous dive. After Maritime Archeology program and the site may also be nominated to
the National Register of Historic Places.
about 40 to 50 minutes, we started to
“It’s definitely good to have
get concerned. When we saw a lift bag
something more local in Milwaukee
surface, we really thought it was going to
to dive,” said Hanakova. But she also
say ‘Call the Coast Guard,’ but instead,
stresses this is not a dive for beginners.
the note said ‘All divers safe – up in
“This is a very technical dive, only for
80 minutes – giant wooden freighter.’
the most experienced divers. There
My main feeling was I was glad all the
is a limited number of divers that are
divers were safe. My next thought was
qualified to dive it, and definitely only
that we had found the Doty.”
divers experienced with cold water
The second group of divers included
diving should try it.”
Hanakova, Lubo Valuch and Ron
Hanakova said divers used open
Benson, who were able to do a complete
circuit as well as rebreathers on the dive.
navigation of the wreck and assess its
dive had about 20 to 25minutes
condition.
Filming the starboard side of the L.R. Doty. Each
of bottom time during the two to three
“We already knew what to expect
Photo by John Scoles. hour dive total. She anticipated slightly
(from the first group of divers), so we
longer bottom times in August, and was
went on more of an exploratory dive,”
Hanakova said. “The visibility was pretty good – about 30 to 40 feet. planning additional visits to the wreck in August and September.
“The major thing is we solved another historical shipwreck
We don’t get as much light in Lake Michigan that deep, but we could
see pretty well. When I first saw it, my first thought was ‘It looks just mystery. Surviving relatives of the crew now have an answer,”
Hanakova said.
like the Uganda.’
“You’d think after 112 years everyone would have forgotten, but
“The ship is very intact, she didn’t break,” continued Hanakova.
“The whole structure is intact. The pilot house is probably somewhere within a week of our discovery I heard from five families of crew
members, including the captain’s,” agreed Baillod.
next to it in the mud, but it’s quite a unique piece of history.”
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Baillod said National Geographic has
begun production on a documentary about
the Doty, which will air in March, 2011, and
will premier at the Ghost Ships Festival in
Milwaukee March 25-26.
“But I think for us the main reason we
like to find these wrecks and tell their story
is that it allows us a teaching moment for
the public,” continued Baillod. “It helps
reclaim part of our identity and makes us
better stewards of these resources. They’re
nautical time capsules from 150 to 200 years
ago, but zebra mussels are destroying them.
It’s crucial we find these sites and document
them now, when we have time.” ■

L.R. Doty
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