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Every shipwreck, it is said, has a story to tell. But for a 
century and a half the two-masted wooden schooner 
that lies at the bottom of Lake Erie several miles off 

Dunkirk, New York, has remained a story untold—its narra-
tive lost in the mists of time as surely as the wreck itself 
once vanished into some of the lake’s deepest, darkest, and 
coldest waters.

No historical accounts that chronicle the loss of the 
schooner and its crew have been found yet. The date and 
circumstances of its demise—even its name—are murky.  
But the extraordinary degree of preservation of the wreck, 

discovered with its masts still standing and its hold brimming 
with wheat, barley, and hickory nuts, has made it a valuable 
time capsule of early commerce and maritime technology 
on America’s inland seas.  

“The schooner is a rare and extremely intact example 
of an early 19th-century inland schooner, complete with her 
principal spars, hardware, and design features,” says Mark 
Peckham, director of the New York State Historic Preserva-
tion Office. “Schooner wrecks are not uncommon in the 
Great Lakes, but few of them pre-date, or are as well pre-
served as, this one.”  

A salvor firm is fighting the State 
of New York for the rights to 
a mysterious, well-preserved, 
19th-century schooner resting 
on the floor of Lake Erie.

By Mike Toner

The Battle For The Dunkirk Schooner

Northeast Research LLC claims the boat is the 
historically significant Caledonia/General Wayne. 
But so far they’ve failed to convince the courts.

Northeast Research LLC claims the boat is the 
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At a depth of 170 feet, Lake Erie’s 37-degree waters and 
the low levels of oxygen have slowed the deterioration of 
the wooden hull to a crawl. Local and regional divers have 
known the location of the wreck and its remarkable state of 
preservation for some  time. It is even listed in a state recre-
ational diving guide. In 2004, however, Northeast Research 
LLC, a salvage firm owned by Richard Kullberg, retrieved sev-
eral artifacts, including a ship’s compass, from the wreck and 
petitioned federal courts for permanent salvage rights. That 
proved to be the opening volley in a rancorous seven-year 
dispute among archaeologists, salvors, historians, and public 

officials over who owns the wreck and who should have a 
chance to tell its story.   

So far, a succession of legal and administrative decisions 
have gone against the firm.  In 2008, the State of New York, 
citing “desecration of human remains” at the site, revoked 
Northeast’s permit for limited investigational excavations. In 
2009, the National Park Service added the wreck site to the 
National Register of Historic Places. And twice in the last year, 
federal courts have ruled that the Dunkirk Schooner belongs 
to the state of New York—a forceful rejection of the “find-
ers, keepers” principle enshrined in centuries of admiralty 

The Battle For The Dunkirk Schooner
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law. In 2010, U.S. Magistrate Judge Leslie G. Foschio ruled 
that because of the firm’s actions amounted to “little more 
than plundering and looting” the company had forfeited any 
salvage rights. That decision was affirmed in federal district 
court earlier this year.

Preservationists have hailed the legal decisions as a land-
mark affirmation of the Abandoned Shipwreck Act of 1987, 
which Congress passed to prevent damage to historic ship-
wrecks by divers and looters by making them the cultural 
property of the states in whose waters they lie. In the Great 
Lakes alone, the act potentially applies to more than 3,000 
known wrecks and hundreds more yet to be discovered. 

Northeast’s owners have appealed the Dunkirk case 
to the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals. After reportedly 
spending as much as one million dollars on teams 

of technical divers, work boats, equipment, consultants, and 
lawyers, they are not about to give up their dream of fully 

excavating and raising the schooner, and preserving it in a 
waterfront museum in nearby Buffalo.

Pat Clyne, part owner and spokesman for Northeast, says 
the state of New York doesn’t have the millions of dollars 
that would be needed to raise and preserve the ship. “We’re 
not looters or treasure hunters,” he says. “We are professional 
salvors. The ship itself is a treasure. We want to do everything 
we can to preserve it.” He wants the public to share the sense 
of wonder he felt the first time he dove into the depths of 
Lake Erie and saw the schooner in the gloom. Despite 40 
years of experience in underwater treasure recovery opera-
tions in the Florida Keys, Clyne was awestruck. “It was mind-
boggling,” he recalls. “It was a ghost ship, just sitting there on 
the bottom, shrouded in silt with its masts still upright.” 

Absent an identity, however, it has been difficult for the 
firm to prove its argument that the schooner is not aban-
doned, and therefore doesn’t belong to the state. Northeast 
contends that the wreck is actually that of the Caledonia, 

 A scrolled carving, which is partly covered by mussels, embellishes the bow of the ship.
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a Canadian fur-trading vessel built in 1799. Commandeered 
by the British at the outbreak of the War of 1812, the Cale-
donia was subsequently captured by American forces and 
used in Captain Oliver Hazard Perry’s defeat of the British 
fleet on Lake Erie in 1813. After the war, the ship was sold 
to Pennsylvania merchants Rufus Reed and John Dickson, 
who renamed it the General Wayne, and refitted it for Great 
Lakes commerce. Because Reed was an abolitionist, North-
east researchers believe it may also have been used to ferry 
runaway slaves to freedom in Canada. 

If the firm’s contention is correct, the schooner would, 
indeed, be an important relic of Great Lakes’ maritime his-
tory. But archaeologists and New York officials say the claim, 
which is based on an historic museum sketch of the Caledo-
nia showing architectural similarities to the Dunkirk Schoo-
ner as well as questionable research, is largely conjecture. 
The last historical mention of the General Wayne on the 
Great Lakes was published in 1818. But an 1834 gold coin 
found in the cabin of the Dunkirk Schooner indicates it did 
not sink until, or after, that date. 

“It is highly unlikely that it is the Caledonia/General 
Wayne,” says Arthur Cohn, a specialist in shipwreck archaeol-
ogy who is the executive director of the Lake Champlain 
Maritime Museum in Vergennes, Vermont. Cohn, who has not 
dived the wreck, but has studied pictures and illustrations of 

it, says the Dunkirk Schooner is longer than the Caledonia 
and was likely built years after the General Wayne vanished. 
He says the schooner’s flattish bottom, straight, rather than 
curved, sides, and 18-foot width suggest that it was one of a 
generation of vessels built to pass through the narrow locks 
of the Welland Canal, the man-made waterway that connects 
Lake Erie to Lake Ontario. The canal opened in 1829. 

Cohn says Northeast “appears wholly committed to 
manufacturing a complex, self-serving, and unsubstantiated 
hypothesis” concerning the boat’s identity. “There is neither 
archaeological nor historic evidence that points to the Dunkirk 
Schooner being the Caledonia/General Wayne any more than 
the thousands of other commercial schooners that plied the 
Great Lakes during the first half of the 19th century.”

But he adds that the absence of a name in no way 
diminishes the schooner’s historical significance. “A wreck 
like this has extraordinary potential,” Cohn says. “The Great 
Lakes were highways of the industrial revolution. Many set-
tlers heading west made the first leg of their journey not in 
a covered wagon, but in a Great Lakes schooner. During this 
period, ships were constantly evolving as builders designed 
craft that could not only navigate open water but the grow-
ing number of man-made canals. Every shipwreck, especially 
one like this, contains a collection of things that reflect the 
culture and technology of the period.”

A technical diver (someone certified to dive at great depths) examines the openings in the transom.
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But Cohn and other archaeologists say Northeast’s efforts 
to establish the identity of the wreck have damaged the site’s 
archeological integrity and done little to take advantage of 
its rich cultural potential. As the court-appointed “salvor-in-
possession” the company had the exclusive, albeit tempo-
rary, right to investigate the wreck and its cargo with an eye 
toward identifying it. Since the vessel’s identity—or lack of 
it—also bore on New York’s claim of ownership, the state 
in 2008 issued a permit for limited archaeological excava-
tion by Northeast divers. But the New York State Museum 
imposed guidelines about the scope of the work and rules 
to be followed in the likely event that human remains 
were discovered. Northeast, for its part, agreed to hire two 

archaeological consultants to guide its investigation.
“We had high hopes that the project would be a prec-

edent for private and public collaboration on archaeology,” 
says Kenneth Vrana, president of the Center for Maritime and 
Underwater Resource Management (CMURM) in Laingsburg, 
Michigan, who was one of the consultants. “What actually 
happened was very, very sad.”

Because the depth of the wreck requires the use of 
skilled technical divers, Northeast’s archaeological 
consultants did not dive on the wreck themselves, 

but relied on reports from the company. Late in the summer 
of 2008, well after the excavation had been underway, Jim 

A diver views the encrusted tiller that was used to steer the schooner.
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(Left) The cabin roof is missing a board in this 2005 photo.

(Right) Much of the roof was subsequently torn off.
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Herbert, a local charter operator who takes divers to ship-
wrecks, took some of his customers to the site. The accounts 
from those divers provided the first independent report of 
what had been happening 170 feet below the surface.

The divers noted that the roof of the cabin had been 
damaged. They also saw a bag on the deck that contained 
a mixture of human bones, the remains of as many as three 
individuals, that Northeast had not yet reported to state 
authorities. The divers informed Herbert of this, and he in 
turn informed the state officials.

“I was very upset,” Vrana says, when he discovered that 
the company had made numerous dives on the wreck with-
out telling him. He told the New York State Museum that he 
was “outraged that anyone would treat this historical ship-
wreck in such a destructive and disrespectful manner.” 

State archaeologist Christina Rieth was outraged, too. 
She promptly yanked the company’s permit, charging that 
“removal and dismantling of planks from the schooner’s 
cabin roof, dredging the cabin contents, and the haphazard 
deposit of a table and other furniture on the vessel's deck,” 
had destroyed valuable contextual information that might 
have been gleaned from the wreck.

To emphasize the importance of the wreck, the fed-
eral government, moving with unusual speed at the state’s 

request, added the site to the National Register of Historic 
Places.  The initial request for an official determination of 
eligibility for listing was approved within a day of its receipt. 
“We wanted to acknowledge the importance of the site,” 
explains National Park Service archaeologist Erika Martin-
Seibert. I think the listing helped save the site,” she adds. 
“Going into court with a site that is listed in the National 
Register, versus one that is not, is significant.  If it is on this 
federal list, it is a powerful indicator that the wreck holds 
important information potential that deserves both special 
recognition and preservation.” 

Northeast’s divers have acknowledged removing some 
planks from the roof of the schooner’s cabin to gain access 
for their excavation, and that some weakened portions of the 
ship’s bulkheads collapsed during their work. But Peter Hess, 
the firm’s attorney, says the most serious damage was caused 
by “unauthorized intruders,” and he notes the inability of 
law enforcement agencies to protect the wreck from loot-
ers. He insists that the disturbance of human remains was an 
inevitable result of the hydraulic dredges that divers use for 
underwater excavations. This equipment doesn’t permit the 
kind of precision excavations seen at terrestrial sites.

Clyne says Northeast actually tried to protect the wreck 
from “interlopers” by putting a no trespassing sign on the 
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This computerized reconstruction of the ship is based on photographic and video documentation from Northeast Research.



The mussel-encrusted bow of the ship is illuminated by a diver.
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wreck and citing the firm’s court recognition that it was the 
sole salvor in possession. But it was “obviously impossible” 
for the firm to provide around-the-clock protection of the 
site and he says the state ignored the firm’s pleas for help in 
protecting it.

He also says the firm’s divers didn’t actually “recover” 
human remains from the wreck, but rather stored them in a 
bag in the ship’s cabin for later analysis. But Cohn says the 
appearance of human remains should have halted work at 
the site instantly. “The most egregious of all their activities 
was the desecration of human remains,” he says. “And they 
were clearly understood to be human because they were 
described in dive log entries as ‘human,’ ‘a femur,’ ‘femur or 
arm bone,’ ‘another arm bone.’ Even after their discovery, 
the excavation and disturbance continued unabated.”

Under terms of their now canceled permit, Northeast 
was also supposed to send all recovered artifacts to the 
Mercyhurst Archaeological Institute in Erie, Pennsylvania, for 
conservation and curation. Jeff Illingworth, the director of 
curation at Mercyhurst, says the institution has received only 
a handful of artifacts. The rest, according to attorney Hess, 
have been retained by the company and kept in a storage 
warehouse freezer. 

In all, more than 100 artifacts have been recovered from 
the wreck, most from its small, silt-filled cabin. In addition to 

a scatter of coins with dates ranging from 1797 to 1834, two 
ship’s compasses, oil lamps, buttons, glass, and ceramic din-
nerware, there were a number of items that clearly attest to 
the presence of women on board when the ship sank.  The 
list includes ornate brass brooches, rings, earrings, a bracelet, 
and a shell comb. Other items attest to the highly preserva-
tive effects of Lake Erie’s cold water, including a piece of 
shoe leather, a leather pocket book, fragments of a Bible, and 
a leather jacket of a journal by Harriet Newell, a missionary 
whose writings were first published in 1812.  

Based on the vessel’s architectural characteristics and 
diagnostic artifacts, Vrana and James Reedy, a research asso-
ciate of CMURM and lead author of its 2008 project report, 
believe the schooner plied the Great Lakes between 1800 
and 1850, most likely between the 1820s to the 1840s. The 
ship’s cargo suggests that it sank sometime after autumn har-
vest time, perhaps in a late season storm. “The cargo appears 
to have consisted primarily of hickory nuts and mixed grain,” 
he says. “During the 19th century, virtually all types of grain 
were used in the production of alcoholic beverages, and 
there were numerous whiskey distilleries around the Great 
Lakes. Hickory nuts were used as flavoring in at least one 
type of whiskey, and consequently were a viable commer-
cial product.” Although such clues haven’t yet pinpointed 
the identity of the schooner, Vrana and Reedy believe the 
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evidence has helped narrow the most likely candidates to 
four similarly sized schooners that were lost during that 
period—the Dayton, the General Harrison, the Pennsylva-
nia, and the South America. They also think it could also be 
a vessel that’s not mentioned in historical documents.

Regardless of its name—or lack of—the Dunkirk Schoo-
ner case begs the question of the wisdom of raising 
shipwrecks. Northeast’s goal of ensconcing the schoo-

ner in an aquarium somewhere on the shore of Lake Erie is 
in part driven by the public’s fascination with shipwrecks 
wrested from the deep. More than seven million people, for 
instance, have visited King Henry VIII’s Mary Rose since it 
was raised from the waters off Portsmouth, England in 1983. 
But the task of caring for an artifact as large and complex as a 
shipwreck can be daunting. Despite tens of million of dollars 
spent on the Mary Rose, conservation work on the ship won’t 
be finished for at least another five years. At least $17 million 
has been spent to care for the Confederate submarine H.L. 
Hunley since it was raised from Charleston Harbor in 2000. 
Some estimate the cost of the iron-hulled sub’s conservation 
and curation could eventually total $100 million.

“Many people who want to raise a ship don’t under-
stand that once you do, it can take decades to conserve it 
and you have to be prepared to take care of it forever and 
ever,” says Carrie Sowden, archaeological director of the 
Great Lakes Historical Society in Ohio. New technology 
such as side scan sonar and remotely operated underwater 

vehicles is making it easier to locate shipwrecks. A recent 
survey of the Hudson River, for instance, found more than 
200 wrecks. In situ preservation is the preferred option for 
such sites under UNESCO’s Convention on the Protection of 
Underwater Cultural Heritage. 

Though Cohn is not opposed to raising shipwrecks 
in all cases, he says the rush to raise historic wrecks in the 
Great Lakes has had tragic consequences. “Take the case of 
the Alvin Clark,” he says. “Built near Detroit in 1846, it sank 
in 1864 in Lake Michigan’s Green Bay. In 1969, the perfectly 
preserved schooner was found by amateur salvors and 
raised. The boat was in such amazing condition that it floated 
once the water was pumped out of it. Despite the best of 
intentions, the boat decayed over the next decades and was 
bulldozed in 1994.

“The French and Indian War, Revolutionary War, and  
War of 1812 history led to numerous significant wrecks 
being left behind on Lake Champlain’s bottomlands,” he adds. 
“Between the mid-1800s and the mid-20th century, many 
of these wrecks were recovered as beloved historic relics 
and brought to the surface to provide a tangible connection 
between the people of the day and their forefathers. These 
well-intentioned efforts nearly all ended in the destruction 
of the boat.”

MIKE TONER is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer in Atlanta, Georgia.  
His article “NAGPRA At 20” appeared in the winter 2010-11 issue  
of American Archaeology.
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This brown, salt-glazed jug has a faint cobalt blue flower design  

on the upper shoulder opposite the handle.
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These are some of the artifacts that were recovered from  

the ship by Northeast Research. (Top) A small oil lamp.  

(Above) Sherds from a multicolored china bowl.


