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Project Introduction
The “Farmer’s Barge” is an unidentified wreck located in the foreshore of Bowers Harbor, on
Old Mission Peninsula, in Grand Traverse County, MI. Not much is known about the barge,
other than information available through oral histories. Based on the original information
received regarding the wreck, there is reason to believe that the barge may have been cobbled
together by local farmers in an effort to move harvests from Old Mission Peninsula to a yet
unknown location.
This monograph will focus on the assessment, surveying, and potential identification of the
wreck, in addition to exploring the historical significance of the “Farmer’s Barge” in relationship
to the community, orchards, and farms located on Old Mission Peninsula. Research will be
conducted on the history of both Bowers Harbor and Old Mission Peninsula, as well as
agricultural records of the area. Attempts will be made to collect oral histories from the locals in
an effort to uncover information not yet recorded. Digital photography, satellite imagery, total
station survey, and CAD drawings will be used in order to thoroughly document the barge.
This is a personal project used to further educate the team members in the survey techniques
used in nautical archaeology, to develop a better understanding of the historical significance of
the Bowers Harbor site, and to provide information that may engage the interest of individuals
within the community and at Northwestern Michigan College. Findings will be shared with the
Grand Traverse Bay Underwater Preserve and submitted to the National Archaeology Society for
publication.

Short History of Old Mission Peninsula
In 1839, Rev. Peter Dougherty set up a mission at the site now known as Old Mission Peninsula,
using grant money appropriated to him from the Treaty of Washington (1836). In this treaty,
Native Americans ceded their rights to most of Michigan in exchange for money, goods, education,
and other services, to be paid over a period of time. At the end of this time, they would move west
and settle land adjacent to the Missouri River.
Once the mission was established, a log schoolhouse was built in 1840. By 1841, the mission had
grown to 5 buildings and housed extra staff. That same year, the peninsula welcomed the arrival
of its first white settler—the first to be unaffiliated with either government or church—marking
the beginning of other such settlers moving into the area.
It was also in 1841 that, according to the treaty, Native Americans were to begin moving west.
Instead, some made their way to Canada, while others crossed the West Grand Traverse Bay to the
Leelanau Peninsula and bought land in Omena. Dougherty followed their lead; his mission became
known as “New Mission” when he moved to Omena. Hence, his original mission was dubbed
“Old Mission.”
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Short History of Bowers Harbor
Both Bowers Harbor and Old Mission Harbor were the first areas on the peninsula to be settled.
After a group of dissatisfied Mormons defected from the larger group in the mid to late 1840s,
they built a settlement on Beaver Island.
After becoming frustrated with their new leader, Jesse James Strang (who considered himself to
be a king), many abandoned the Beaver Island settlements in favor of Old Mission Peninsula.
One of these was a man named Bower, whom the present day Bowers Harbor is named for.
Over time, several docks were installed in Bowers Harbor to support the many ships and
steamers that arrived regularly, most often to transport harvests and passengers.

Agriculture in Northern Michigan
Today, Traverse City produces more tart cherries than anywhere else in the United States. Many
of these cherries are harvested from orchards on Old Mission Peninsula. Prior to cherries
becoming the booming industry they are today, apples were the predominant fruit crop, with
harvests continuing well into November.
Before Orchards took off on the peninsula however, it was mainly potato country. In the early
1900s, school would be closed for two weeks every year in October for a “potato digging
vacation,” which allowed children to help their families with the harvest.
Apple and potato crops were often consigned to outfits in Chicago, and were shipped there by
boat; apples in barrels, and potatoes in sacks.

Figure 1: Large potato crop, bagged to haul to the docks.
(Photo courtesy of “A Century of Service”)
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Location and Site Description
Shipwreck Coordinates: 44° 54' 02.9" N 85° 32' 30.1" W
Site is located on the foreshore of Bowers Harbor, on Old Mission Peninsula, Traverse City, MI.
Bowers Harbor is located on the Eastern side of the West Grand Traverse Bay of Lake Michigan.
Driving Directions from Northwestern Michigan College:









Head West onto E. Front St.
Turn right onto N. Garfield Ave.
Continue onto Peninsula Dr.
Turn left to stay on Peninsula Dr.
Stay on Peninsula Dr. for 9.4 miles
Turn left onto Neahtawanta Rd.
Follow Neahtawanta Rd. for 1.2 miles
Beach is accessed by stairs across the road from Kroupa Rd. S.

Further Notes:
 Neahtawanta Rd. is extremely narrow, and lacks a safe parking area.
 Although the wreck is located on public property, the project will require the team to
contact an adjacent land-owner, Mrs. Ann Champion Harper, to seek permission to utilize
her property for parking while surveying the wreck.
 Stairs to beach are somewhat steep
 Site is accessed from a small strip of beach with minimal natural shade
 Wreck is approximately 100 feet out in roughly 3 feet of water

Figure 2: Shoreline View of Wreck Location (Photo courtesy of Nicole Enger)
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Location on the Map

Figure 3: The Great Lakes in North America
(Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)

Figure 4: Lake Michigan (Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 5: Grand Traverse Bay (Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)

Figure 6: Old Mission Peninsula
(Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 7: Bowers Harbor
(Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)

Figure 8: Bowers Harbor Close-up (Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 9: Wrecked Barge (Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)

Figure 10: Wrecked Barge Close-up
(Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 11: Distance of Wreck from Shore
of Wreck
(Photo courtesyDimensions
of Google Earth 2016)

Figure 12: Approximate Width of Wreck
(Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)
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Figure 13: Approximate Length of Wreck
(Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)

Figure 14: Approximate Area of Wreck
(Photo courtesy of Google Earth 2016)
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Survey Diary
25 June 2016
The initial survey team consisted of 5 people: Darla Eimers, Ben Ritt, Kara McDonald, Alan
Salacain, and Lucas Bensinger.
The team arrived shortly before noon, hauled equipment down to the site, and began setting up
for the survey. Safety hazards were discussed and documented. It was 90° with no cloud cover
or wind. Kara set the total station up under the largest shade tree available with a straight line of
sight to the wreck. Orientation was set using the back sight of a house on the opposite shore,
198° off North.

Figure 15: Total Station Ready for Surveying (Photo courtesy Darla Eimers)
Ben and Alan entered by shore and waded out to the wreck. Using DuraSheet, Alan sketched the
initial assessment survey. Once the assessment survey was sketched, Ben and Alan exited the
water. Darla chose an initial 65 points to shoot with the total station, with the understanding that
if time allowed, more detail shots would be taken.
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The team went over the assessment survey, decided on a hand signaling system to avoid
confusion, and Ben and Alan entered the water with the prism and assessment survey sketch.
Alan controlled the prism for the initial 65 points selected, after which we had enough time to
shoot more detail points. Ben took control of the prism and an additional 14 points were shot,
for a total of 79 points.

Figure 16: Points Stored on the Total Station (Photo courtesy Darla Eimers)
Ben and Alan then exited the water, at which point Darla and Kara entered with a nonsubmersible digital camera in order to photograph the wreck. After capturing 13 images by
shooting straight down from above the waves, Darla and Kara exited the water. The equipment
was packed up, and the team vacated the site.

Team Member
Ben Ritt
Alan Salacain
Ben Ritt
Alan Salacain
Darla Eimers
Kara McDonald

Dive Log: 25 June 2016
Time In Time Out
Activity
12:37 pm
1:02 pm
Assessment Survey
12:37 pm
1:02 pm
Assessment Survey
1:23 pm
2:02 pm Prism/Total Station Survey
1:23 pm
2:02 pm Prism/Total Station Survey
Photography
Photography
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Directly after leaving the site, Darla and Kara visited with Ann Harper, the adjacent landowner,
to see if she could offer any insight into the wreck. Mrs. Harper recalled stories of the wreck,
and believes it to be the remains of a barge that may have been transporting building materials
when it ran aground. Her understanding is that another barge was brought out to salvage the
cargo. While the load was partially recovered, the barge was lost—it would not budge, and was
therefore left to lay where she was.
Mrs. Harper also stated that some of the locals felt the abandoned barge was an eyesore, and had
begun tearing off pieces of it in efforts to remove it from its resting place. Reportedly, some of
the nails that were salvaged from the wreck were used in building the house she now resides in.

Figure 17: Nails Reportedly Taken from the Wreck

23 July 2016
A team of two—Darla Eimers and Nicole Enger—headed out to the site in the early afternoon. It
was another 90° day without cloud cover or wind. A new plan was made to photograph the
wreck using a borrowed GoPro with an underwater casing in an attempt to better document the
wreck, and a photographic scale stick was made for reference. Nicole acted as Safety Manager
and assistant.
Darla entered the water from the shore and waded out to the wreck. The scale stick was just
buoyant enough to make it unusable, and the camera repeatedly malfunctioned. It was so sunny
that nothing could be seen on the camera screen, so shooting accurately was a guessing game.
Nonetheless, Darla managed to take 201 photos. The camera died before exiting the water, so the
crew packed up and called it a day.

Team Member
Darla Eimers

Dive Log: 23 July 2016
Time In Time Out
12:59 pm
1:24 pm
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Activity
Photography

Unfortunately, due a combination of unfamiliarity with the camera, the device malfunctioning,
and extremely bright sunlight, none of the pictures turned out—all of them were completely
washed out and the wreck was indiscernible. We would have to try again.

24 July 2016
The same team of two headed back out for one final attempt to photograph the wreck
underwater. The camera appeared to be in working order, the scale was weighted down, and the
team began earlier in the day to avoid the glare of the sunlight on the sand. A snorkel and mask
was brought this time to ease the process, and a backup GoPro was brought as a precaution. It
was 86° and sunny when the crew set out, but shortly after arrival, it became quite overcast and a
bit windy.
Nicole acted as Safety Manager and assistant again, and Darla entered the water with the newly
weighted scale, snorkel, mask, and camera. The GoPro would not work, yet again, and Darla
exited the water to switch out cameras. With the new camera in hand, Darla waded back out to
the wreck to begin photographing.
By this time, the sky was beginning to darken on the other side of the lake, and it became
apparent that a storm was rolling in. Waves were tolerable, but much heavier than the previous
day, making placement of the scale difficult without being pushed into the wreck. Therefore, the
scale was used quite sparingly.
Another 201 photos were taken. The wind picked up, as did the waves, and the sky was growing
darker, so Darla exited the water.

Team Member
Darla Eimers
Darla Eimers

Dive Log: 24 July 2016
Time In Time Out
10:02 am 10:16 am
10:17 am 10:41 am

Activity
Photography
Photography

After checking to see that the pictures were usable, the team packed up the gear and left the site.
The storm hit just as we were driving away.
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Further Research
Having a very limited amount of information regarding the wreck, Darla began searching the
internet in an attempt to make contact with locals and historians who could possibly be of help.
Four contacts were found, and an e-mail was composed and sent out. Out of the four, only one
responded—Jane Boursaw, editor of the Old Mission Gazette—who acted as the springboard to
further investigation. Below is the original e-mail sent out:

27 June 2016
Hello Ms. Boursaw,
I am an NMC student currently undertaking a project for the Nautical Archaeology Society,
and am hoping to gain some information regarding the remains of a fruit barge located in
Bowers Harbor.
I had the opportunity to take a team of 4 out to survey the wreck last Saturday
(6/25/16). While we were able to access and assess the wreck easily enough, there does not
seem to be any information other than a bit of oral history regarding the wreck.
Ann Harper spoke to my team a bit about what she could remember of the wreck. From the
information she has given us, we have deduced that a steam tug was pulling a barge and ran
it aground. The barge was so heavy that it began sinking into the soft bottom of the
lake. Another barge was brought out to offload the cargo from the sinking ship. This
endeavor was successful, however, the barge that sunk was too far gone by that time to
recover. We think that the incident occurred somewhere between 1910 and 1930.
The consensus has been divided on what the barge was carrying. While we had been under
the impression that it was a fruit barge, Mrs. Harper could not recall, other than to say she
believed it might have carried building supplies.
Do you have any information regarding this wreck? And do you know where I could find
more oral accounts or other historical information that could help me and my team identify
the barge?
Any bit of information you have would be greatly appreciated,
Sincerely,
Darla Eimers
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Below is Jane’s response, abridged to remove personal information:

30 June 2016
Hi Darla,
Apologies for the delay. I know you're probably on a time frame to get some info!
I've heard of that wreck in Bowers Harbor, but don't know much about it. But I do have a
few people who might be able to help:
[Omitted contact information for 4 people, one of whom is Ann Swaney]
Ann has a long history on the Old Mission Peninsula and has been involved with the
Historical Society. She also worked at the NMC library forever and is a great researcher.
Good luck! And let me know if I can be of further help.
Best,
Jane

Due to the proximity to the holiday weekend, the decision was made to wait until later to reach
out to those whose only contact information was a phone number. A variation of the original
e-mail was sent to Ann Swaney on July 2nd, 2016; below is her response:

3 July 2016
Darla - This is just to let you know I rec'd your email. Sounds like an interesting but
possibly frustrating project. Here's what I'll try to do to help:
1. I'll get an email sent out to as many members of our historical society who are on our
email list. They're a smart bunch and we may be able to pick up some information that
way.
2. Our NMC library has access to an online index to the Record-Eagle. Have you heard of
that and tried to search it already?
I'm not going into the library until Thursday, but I can forward your email to the other
librarians and perhaps one of them can run a search for you. I'll also try to do a little
research from home tomorrow. We'll let you know as soon as we find any kind of details at
all. I would think that finding a date for the sinking might be a priority.
Meanwhile, good luck with this quest.
Ann Swaney
NMC Archives
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A little over a week later, another response came from Ann—this time with a bit of oral history:

12 July 2016
Hi Darla,
I just spoke to Whitney Lyon, whose farm is on Island View Rd. He remembers his father
talking about the sinking and telling him that he lost about 300 bushels of potatoes. He said
a terrible storm came up and that it was in November of the year. He thought that
altogether there might have been a total of about 5,000 bushels of potatoes on board.
Mr. Lyon is 90 years old and hard of hearing, but he could understand what I was
asking. He also said the boat was on its way to Chicago, and that this happened sometime
in the 1920s, and that it was in the fall of the year.
Hope this adds a little to your research, at least.
I'll let you know if I hear back from anyone else.
Ann S.

In addition to these correspondences, Rochelle Hammontree of Osterlin Library sent two
newspaper clippings from the Record Eagle. The first, from April 5 th, 1913, was the only
mention of a boat sinking in Bowers that appears in that newspaper between 1910 and 1930—
The Lena Knobloch, a popular steamer at the time sunk at the wharf.
The Lena Knobloch commonly took excursions to points such as Suttons Bay and Elk Rapids,
and also transported barrels of Apples from Old Mission to different docks in the area. Though
the Lena Knobloch did indeed sink, the probability of her being our “farmer’s barge” is low.
Owing to the popularity of the boat at the time, it seems unlikely that her wreckage would be
“unknown.” Additionally, the area in which she sank is quite removed from the wreck site. No
other information has been found to link the Lena Knobloch to the “farmer’s barge.”
The second article Rochelle sent, was from November 5 th, 1927, regarding the Mary Ethel. The
Mary Ethel was a well-known small craft in the area that was operated by the John C. Morgan
canning company. The boat was used to transport apples to the canning company’s plant. A
storm had rolled in, and rather than risk destruction from battering against the docks, the Mary
Ethel was taken into Bowers Harbor to weather the storm. While this ship did not sink (and
therefore can be ruled out our “farmer’s barge”), it illustrates the practice of moving away from
the docks into the relative safety of Bowers Harbor in the face of a storm.
Both the newspaper clipping regarding the Lena Knobloch and the article on the Mary Ethel have
been placed in the Appendix.

~ 17 ~

In investigating Mr. Lyon’s story more closely, a certain amount of corroborating evidence has
been found, although not from the 1920s.
One particular story, closely resembling Mr. Lyon’s, was found in oral histories that have been
documented in two different historical compilations pertaining to Old Mission Peninsula.
In A Century of Service: The People and Places on Old Mission Peninsula, a family history is
given for Frederich Lewis Johnson and his wife Susanna Louther. The couple had ten children,
and one of their daughters, Aletha Belle (Belle) Johnson married Alexander Lardie. Belle and
Alexander had 4 children before he “drowned [in 1889] in Bowers Harbor while loading sacks of
potatoes onto a ship bound for Chicago.” Belle would later get remarried to William Emerson
DeGraw, and the couple would have an additional five children, one of whom was Maurice
DeGraw.
In 1994, Maurice DeGraw shared his oral history with interviewers Julianne Meyer and Walter
Johnson. Here are Maurice’s words on the subject:
“My mother married twice. Her first husband drowned. They were loading potatoes on
one of these sailing ships and the boat in which he was riding collapsed and he drowned.
He left her with four children, three girls and a boy and the boy was Roy Lardie, who is
my half-brother.”
An online search of death records shows Alexander Lardie to have died on November 7 th, 1889.
While this is well before the 1920s timeline given by Mr. Lyon, it is the most consistent story
uncovered thus far.

Summary
Regardless of the origin of the wreck, it is relatively safe to presume that it did not occur before
1839, as that is the year Old Mission Peninsula began being settled by white men. In putting
together information gathered from Mrs. Harper, Mr. Lyon, Record Eagle newspaper indexes,
historical reference books, oral histories, and internet searches, the wreck can be presumed to
have happened prior to 1940. Current approximation of the age of the wreck is no younger than
76 years and no older than 177 years.
When we began this project, the wreck was believed to be that of a “fruit barge” cobbled
together by local farmers. However, no such history has been uncovered, and with potatoes
being a major crop on Old Mission Peninsula well before fruit became popular, it is safer to refer
to the wreck as the “farmer’s barge.” While we received a number of interesting leads, articles,
and oral histories, we cannot pinpoint with certainty that any of them are directly related to the
“farmer’s barge.” It’s origins, therefore, remain a mystery.
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Assessment Survey
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Survey Points
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CP1,1000.000,1000.000,1000.000,
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4,1016.531,850.033,995.032,
5,1024.907,835.820,995.014,
6,1023.930,835.436,995.098,
7,1025.968,832.951,994.899,
8,1023.692,834.014,995.067,
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12,1016.877,836.870,995.211,
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19,1005.338,851.211,995.098,
20,1007.027,848.924,995.028,
21,1006.308,848.201,995.110,
22,1015.278,832.775,995.257,
23,1014.928,832.367,995.248,
24,1016.383,830.255,995.191,
25,1014.969,828.516,995.489,
26,1013.937,829.698,995.317,
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39,1006.298,830.802,995.200,
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44,1001.835,839.389,995.140,
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79,1014.594,852.780,995.165,
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CAD Renderings of the “Farmer’s Barge”

Figure 18: Survey Points Plotted in CAD (Courtesy of Alan Salacain)
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Figure 19: CAD Rendering (Courtesy of Alan Salacain)

Figure 20: CAD Rendering Imposed on Satellite Imagery
(Courtesy of Alan Salacain)

Wreck Photography (courtesy of Darla Eimers)
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From 25 June 2016

From 24 July 2016
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Appendix
Sinking of the Lena Knobloch
The Record Eagle, 5 April 1913

Article on the Mary Ethel
The Record Eagle
5 November 1927
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Photo of Emerson, Belle, and Maurice DeGraw, taken in 1935.
(Photo Courtesy of “A Century of Service”)

Bowers Harbor Topographical Map
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