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Save Ontario Shipwrecks: 
History, Organization And Operation 

 
Foreword 
 
The prime purpose of this handbook is to provide Members of the Board, Local 
Chapter Committee Chairs, the Executive Committee and the general membership 
with a background of their organization and sufficient knowledge of the SOS program 
delivery so that each volunteer may best pursue their own area of interest towards 
preserving Ontario’s marine heritage. 
 
The Handbook also serves as a source of information on SOS and its evolution, and 
will therefore be of value to anyone interested in learning about our organization, 
desiring to become involved, or volunteering for one of its many important positions. 
 
This particular handbook is one of the several publications by SOS and, as the main 
one, may be augmented by the following: 

a. Save Ontario Shipwrecks Bylaws 
b. Save Ontario Shipwrecks Policies 
c. SOS Projects and Dive Standards 
d. SOS Plaque Handbook 

 
Amendments or suggestions for content should be forwarded to the SOS head office. 
Copies of the above are available to any interested member. 
 
© Save Ontario Shipwrecks 
First edition, January 1986 
Revised August 1988 
Revised May 1995 
Revised May 2002 
Revised April 2003 
Revised February 2007 
Revised February 2008 
Revised April 2012 
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History of SOS 
 
During the late 1970’s, two far sighted individuals, Rick Jackson and Gain Wong, 
began to realize that the most effective means of putting an end to wreck stripping 
in Ontario would be to educate and involve divers in conservation projects. They also 
recognized the need for an organization dedicated to preserving Ontario’s marine 
heritage. In February of 1981, Save Ontario Shipwrecks (SOS) was incorporated with 
Rick Jackson, Andrew Garay and Gain Wong as the first directors. 
 
The following individuals have served as President (Pres.) or Board Chair (B.C.): 
 

Gain Wong Pres. 1981 to 1981 
Rick Jackson Pres. 1981 to 1982 
Jim Lockart Pres. 1982 to 1983 
Rick Jackson Pres. 1983 to 1984 
Fred Gregory Pres. 1984 to 1989 
Ron Stenson Pres. Part 1987 
Eric Sharpe Pres. Part 1989 
Tim Legate Pres. 1989 to 1990 
Les Pullen Pres. 1990 to 1995 
Barry Lyons Pres. 1996 to 1997 
Greg Way Pres. Part 1999 
Tim Legate Pres. 1999 to 2001 
Jim Hopkins Pres. 2001 to 2006 
Brian Prince Pres. 2006 to 2010 
Mike Hill Pres. 2010 to 2011 
Bryan Thomas Pres. Part 2011 to 2012 
Chris Phinney Pres. 2012 to present 

 
In the beginning SOS was centred in Toronto. The first Chapters were Toronto, 
Niagara, Peterborough and Ottawa. In 1985, SOS Quinte was formed primarily to 
continue work on the Annie Falconer. This project, the wreck of a late eighteen 
hundreds schooner near Picton (Pt. Traverse) was the first to involve amateur divers 
and professionals and stands today as an example of the quality effort that can be 
achieved by the dive community. It was the project originally started by Preserve 
Our Wrecks in Kingston (see Section 2.5) in 1984. With the assistance of the Ministry 
of Culture, which was then known as the Ministry of Citizenship and Culture, SOS 
offered an increasing number of marine archaeological seminars which in turn 
promoted the evolution of more local Chapters. Also in 1984 we saw the formation of 
SOS Ottawa Valley, Sault Ste Marie, Superior, London and Sudbury, and Oshawa 
came on board in 1985, followed by Ohio in 1986. SOS Ohio consisted of a group of 
divers working on an Ontario wreck in Fathom Five Park, and assisted the State of 
Ohio in organizing their own marine heritage groups. 1986 saw the formation of 
Chapters in Windsor, Ingleside (which was closely affiliated with the Lost Villages 
Historical Society) and Thunder Bay. 
 

 

Mission Statement 
The mission of SOS is the preservation and promotion of marine heritage 

through research, conservation and education. 
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For many years SOS managed on its own momentum and funding, which came 
mostly through membership and the personal financial commitment of those in 
charge. In 1986, SOS was awarded a Core Funding grant by the Ministry of Culture. 
This in turn forced SOS to develop a more structured fiscal operating system, and 
reorganized to manage our affairs in a more professional manner. In 1986, we finally 
evolved to the position where we had a definite Board of Directors, with Officers and 
an Executive Committee to manage the day to day affairs of the corporation. In 
1988, to overcome the problems associated with a large, pervasive Board, a 
Management 
Committee was formed to take care of the Board’s ongoing responsibilities. It was 
also decided to establish the position of an Executive Director in that year. In June 
1992, the position of Executive Director was abolished and the administration of the 
day to day business of the Corporation was contracted out to Harold L. Taylor 
Enterprises Ltd. 
 
The use of Taylor Enterprises was helpful, but given the increasing cost, it was 
decided in 1999 to find volunteers amongst the executive and members to fill the 
role of membership, book keeping and mailing address. For about 3 months in 1999 
head office was in Smiths Falls at the president’s address. 
 
With great appreciation, SOS has accepted the offer of Roy Pickering a long time 
SOS member and owner of R.J. Equipment in Blenheim Ontario, to use his business 
address as head office. Both Roy, his wife Joan and his administrative assistant Judy 
have been very responsive and conduct the function of head office very well. This 
has allowed SOS to channel more funds in to out-reach programs. Head Office has 
been in Blenheim from 1999 to present. We thank Roy for his on going support and 
dedication to our cause. 
 
In 2003 SOS embarked on a provincial wide campaign to provide mooring buoys to 
SOS chapters and affiliated organizations like the NDA, POW, ErieQuest. The a 
funding grant from the Trillium Foundation as well as a large investment from SOS, 
SOS evaluated site submissions and worked with the Canadian Coast Guard (CCG) to 
have them evaluated for placement on Shipwrecks in the St. Lawrence and the Great 
Lakes. Buoys were supplied for all approved sites and local chapters and 
organizations deploy, maintain and remove them for the season. Notice to Shipping 
is provided to the CCG as required under the Private Aids to Navigation Act. The SOS 
website hosts a status list of the sites. To date, SOS has purchased over 80 buoys 
for initial deployment and maintenance purposes for this program. 
 
In 2005 SOS created the Dive To Preserve program with an additional website at 
http://www.DiveToPreserve.org. This program outlines many of the things that 
people can do to get actively involved in Marine Heritage preservation. Such as Low 
Impact diving, site stewardship, ad-hoc reporting of site conditions or changes. 
 
In 2006 SOS updated the organization’s by-law to reflect the current organization 
and laws that affect how nonprofit organizations must run. By-law #2 was voted to 
be accepted by ballot at the 2006 AGM without modification. This new document, 
enclosed in this package, was the work of a dedicated committee with many reviews 
by the Board of Directors and with the paid assistance of legal counsel. 
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The Purpose of SOS 
 
The purpose of SOS is marine heritage conservation, as this excerpt from the Letters 
Patent shows: 
 
“To further public knowledge and appreciation of Ontario’s marine heritage by such 
means as may be expedient and, in particular, but without limiting the foregoing: 
 

a. By assisting museums and public archives in acquiring information and 
displaying artifacts pertaining to Ontario maritime history; 

b. By undertaking public education projects in furtherance of the objectives of 
the Corporation; 

c. By surveying, documenting and encouraging the preservation of shipwrecks in 
Ontario’s lakes and rivers as a resource of historical and recreational value to 
the public in the Province and Canada.” 

 
The Role of SOS 
 
Save Ontario Shipwrecks is a not-for-profit organization, dedicated to Marine 
Heritage Conservation. In order to carry out this purpose, four long term goals have 
been set out: 
 

a. To stop the destruction of marine heritage sites; 
b. To identify, evaluate and monitor marine heritage sites; 
c. To conduct projects which contribute to the knowledge and understanding of 

Ontario’s maritime history; and 
d. To provide the diving community and general public with the opportunity to 

learn and understand more about Ontario’s maritime history, and the value of 
our marine heritage resource. 

 
A major task facing SOS is to stop the stripping and damage, whether intentional or 
otherwise, of shipwrecks by sport divers and others. This can best be accomplished 
by a shift in attitude. The old attitudes of “finders keepers” and “if I don’t take it, 
someone else will” need to be replaced with an appreciation of the rewards of visiting 
sites which are preserved intact for all to use and enjoy. 
 
All levels of SOS have a very important role to play in getting the conservation 
message across to the divers of the Province. At the Provincial level, SOS lobbies to 
various training agencies to include shipwreck conservation in all diver training 
courses. The Provincial level of SOS also develops and distributes educational 
support material to assist in delivering this message. 
 
At the local level of SOS, Chapter Committee Chairs and others actively seek out 
opportunities to attend classes and other dive related meetings to discuss shipwreck 
and other marine heritage conservation topics. This gives the added benefit of 
recruiting new members to the Chapter thus increasing the ability to practice 
heritage conservation field work. 
 
Local Chapters also work with charter boat operators and dive shop owners to 
encourage an active conservation attitude by pointing out the advantages which 
accrue to the commercial operators from quality dive sites. 
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That this multi-directional approach works well was first demonstrated in the 
Kingston area, where an associated organization, Preserve Our Wrecks (POW) made 
such an impression on the local dive community, that to be caught stripping a wreck 
in the area, is to be branded as a pariah - a social outcast. If SOS is to accomplish its 
goal, this attitude needs to be driven home throughout the Province, and into the 
northern United States. 
 
The alternative to education and persuasion is enforcement. The Province of Ontario 
claims ownership of all bottom lands and any object on them (unless true ownership 
can be proven in court). Clearly, wreck stripping or site destruction in Ontario is 
illegal, and indeed, there exist several statues which can be used to protect sites 
from looting. These range from selections of the Heritage Act, to Criminal Code 
offenses such as theft, break and enter, and possession of stolen property. 
 
While SOS believes in the educational approach, we recognize that not all individuals 
will respond positively. Where circumstances warrant, and the evidence exists, the 
appropriate authorities should be contacted and, if necessary, charges laid. Those 
appropriate authorities, in order of priority are: 
 

a. The nearest detachment of the Ontario Provincial Police, 
b. Crimestoppers, or 
c. The Ontario Ministry of Culture. 

 
As underwater sites are discovered, they should be reported to the Ontario Ministry 
of Culture. Archaeological licenses and shipwreck evaluation forms are available for 
this purpose from the Ministry. The site should be evaluated in terms of its 
susceptibility to damage by both natural and human causes. This allows proper 
prioritization for further study to be given to those sites in imminent danger of 
disturbance. A casual watch should be kept over such sites to ensure they remain 
undisturbed. In this way, if conditions at the site change, action can be taken before 
serious damage can occur. 
 
SOS heritage conservation projects are covered fully in a separate SOS handbook 
titled “A Diver’s Guide to Ontario’s Marine Heritage”. In choosing a project and 
setting out research objectives, the purpose and goals of SOS should be kept in 
mind. 
 
A major goal of SOS is the education of divers and the general public. We have, and 
will continue to seek out opportunities to further this goal, for it is the cornerstone of 
our conservation effort. Several forms of communication are available to us: 
 

a. The SOS Newsletter - widely read by historians, archaeologists, divers, and 
others with an interest in marine heritage, this publication is rapidly becoming 
recognized as a leader in the field an a research document in its own right; 

b. Miscellaneous Publications - articles by SOS members appear regularly in 
several widely distributed publications and other periodicals. This has served 
to heighten the awareness of our marine heritage; 

c. Seminars in Marine Heritage Conservation - SOS sponsors training events on 
underwater archaeology using the Nautical Archaeology Society’s (NAS) 
curriculum which include project planning, resources, recording, and report 
preparation. SOS members may also attend SCUBA courses to give new 
divers an insight into the conservation ethic; 
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d. Education - Chapters are also to be deeply involved in the education goals of 
SOS. The following are a variety of projects which can influence the public 
and divers. 

I. Placing information plaques on popular dive sites; 
II. Preparing information pamphlets about these sites; 

III. Writing articles for dive club newsletters and giving talks about SOS to 
dive clubs, new divers on courses and interested non-diving 
organizations; and, 

IV. Improving dive sites through such activities as locating and returning 
artifacts to their original place on a wreck, developing interpretative 
trails, etc. 

 
The role that SOS plays in marine conservation in Ontario is a vital one both in the 
academic and practical sense. Academic in that we seed to learn as much as 
possible, to record this knowledge for future study, and to pass our knowledge along. 
Practical in that much of our study is in active field work, and in actual preservation 
of existing endangered heritage and recreational resources. 
 
Preserve Our Wrecks (POW), Kingston 
 
At approximately the same time that Save Ontario Shipwrecks was forming, sport 
divers from around Kingston became concerned with the removal of artifacts from 
the many fine wrecks of the Kingston and Bay of Quinte areas. To deal with the 
situation, they formed an organization called Preserve Our Wrecks (Kingston) and 
launched an intensive campaign against wreck stripping. This campaign was so 
successful that wreck stripping in the area has almost ceased. The charter boat 
operators, dive retailers, and SCUBA instructors all actively promote conservation, 
and discourage the destruction of heritage and recreational resources. 
 
POW is an affiliate of SOS as their goals are much the same as ours. Indeed, SOS 
and POW were formed at about the same time, and used identical By-Laws. Because 
of this closeness, and our mutual beginnings, SOS is proud to count POW as one of 
our closest allies in the cause of preserving Ontario’s marine past. 
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The SOS Marine Heritage Award 
 
There are many individuals involved with marine heritage but it was recognized that 
there were a select few who were dedicated to the point that some special 
recognition was in order. To that end, SOS has an award which is presented yearly to 
an individual who dedicated a special effort to marine heritage conservation. The 
SOS Award is normally presented at the annual SOS Marine Heritage Forum. The 
master copy with each awarded person’s name engraved on it is on display in the 
SOS Head Office or a designated location, and a personalized Plaque is given to each 
recipient. 
 
To date the SOS Award for Marine Heritage Preservation has been presented to the 
following individuals: 
 

1981  Audry Rushbrook and Barbara Carson 
1982  Stan McClellan 
1983  Peter Engelbert 
1984  Fred Gregory 
1985  Rick Jackson 
1986  Bill McNeil 
1987  Dr. Richard Wright (posthumously) 
1988  Natalie Parsons 
1989  Richard Tatley 
1990  not given 
1991  The Ontario Heritage Foundation 
1992  Dr. Patricia Ryan (posthumously) 
1993 not given 
1994  not given 
1995  Marine Museum of the Great Lakes  

at Kingston 
1996  POW - Preserve Our Wrecks - Kingston 
1997  Town of Leamington 
1998  not given 
1999  not given 
2000  not given 
2001  not given 
2002  not given 
2003  not given 
2004  not given 
2005  not given 
2006  Ministry of Culture in recognition of new legislation and regulations to 

further protect marine heritage 
2007 not given 
2008 Robert Grenier – Leadership in Canadian and International Underwater 

Archaeology 
2009 Rick Neilson & Walter Lewis – Database Compilation of Nautical 

Records 
2010 Paul Carroll 
2011 not given 
2012 Peter Rindlisbacher – Artistic Contribution to Marine Heritage 
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The SOS Directors’ Achievement Award 
 
From time to time, the Board recognizes members for their outstanding contributions 
and commitment to the preservation of Ontario’s marine heritage by awarding them 
the Save Ontario Shipwrecks Directors’ Award. 
 
To date, the award have been given to the following members: 
 

1997 Joyce Hayward 
1999 Grant Black 
2003  Roy Pickering 
2006  Jim Hopkins 
2007  Joyce Hayward 
2008  Bob Lighthart 
2009 Bernie Roy 
2010 Brian Prince 
2011 Marg Barker 
2012 Raimund Krob 
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The SOS Volunteer of the Year Award 
 
The volunteer of the year award is intended to highlight individuals in the 
organization who have gone above and beyond with their dedication to marine 
heritage as recognized by their peers. 
 
This award is presented at the Annual General Meeting (AGM) of the corporation as a 
certificate for the previous year. More than one award per chapter may be given out 
as deemed appropriate by the Board of Directors. 
 
Nominations are to be called for via the website, newsletter and social media 
beginning November 1st and sent to any member of the Board of Directors. 
Nominations must be received no later than 30 days prior to the AGM. 
 
Nominations should consist of the member name and a brief synopsis of the reason 
for nomination. 
 
The board will choose which nominations are to be awarded at the monthly meeting 
prior to the AGM.  
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Ontario’s Marine Heritage: The Resource 
 
Ontario’s waterways have had a major impact on the habitation and trading patterns 
of her peoples. The abundance of small lake and river systems across the Province, 
the Great Lakes, St. Lawrence, and Ottawa Rivers combined with dense forests to 
ensure that water was the most efficient means of transportation available to the 
inhabitants from the pre-historic aboriginals, to the fur-trade explorers and almost 
up to the present day. It is only since the early nineteen hundreds, with the 
completion of excellent highway and rail systems, that water transportation has lost 
its supremacy. 
 
In light of the importance of water transportation in Ontario’s development, it is 
reasonable to expect that the volume and quantity of published historical material 
should reflect the importance of water transportation, but such is not the case. 
Surprisingly little has been published about our sailors, ports, ships and the host of 
ancillary industries. The neglect of our marine heritage has been costly in terms of 
the loss of much source material. Documents have been destroyed in the normal 
course of business. Photographs have been lost and what history was recorded 
through folklore diminished with each generation or became distorted beyond 
recognition. 
 
Although published works of historical value to the marine heritage of the Province 
are few and far between, there remains a wealth of source level material available 
for study sources such as: 
 

a. Archival Material – documents, reports, photographs, letters, log books, etc.; 
b. Historical Material – books, diaries, newspapers, etc.; 
c. Anecdotal Material – personal interviews, eyewitness accounts, etc.; and, 
d. Material Remains – wharfs, buildings, canoe spills, inundated sites, refuse 

sites and shipwrecks. 
 
Not only have we suffered a loss of historical data in the past several years, but the 
material remains of our main heritage have also suffered serious and largely 
irreparable damage. Much of this damage was from natural process of degradation, 
but much more has occurred from thoughtless and short-sighted acts of humans. A 
lot of the material remains are located underwater and are remarkably well 
preserved due to our cold, dark fresh-water conditions. As a result, degradation due 
to the elements has been very slow compared to many other areas of the world. 
Unfortunately, beginning with commercial salvage operations, and then with souvenir 
hunting by ever increasing numbers of sport divers, degradation of sites – primarily 
shipwrecks, due to human activities – has been swift. Most known shipwrecks which 
are accessible have been severely looted during the past 25 years in the search for 
“goodies” – even to the point of blowing wrecks apart with dynamite. 
 
All this would be bad enough had the recovered items been properly conserved and 
then made their way into museums or other repositories. This was not the case. Most 
divers were not aware of the need for conservation, and as a result, the items simply 
fell apart and were discarded as junk - truly one of the great shames of our times. 
 
Ever increasing pressure is being brought to bear on our marine heritage resources. 
Increases in the number of sports divers coupled with new and better diving and 
location technologies have led to more and more shipwrecks being discovered each 
year. Many of these sites are valuable historic and recreational resources. It is vital 
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that the sport diving community be educated to treat this resource in a proper and 
reasonable manner. 
 
With over 4,000 estimated shipwrecks and very cold water to protect them, the 
Great Lakes provide one of the richest resources of inland marine history in the 
world. A resource that holds sunken time capsules of an important era from our 
maritime past. 
 
Save Ontario Shipwrecks is working through a process of diver education and peer 
pressure towards the day when we will see an end to the destruction of our heritage 
for the sake of a rusty lawn ornament. 
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Letters Patent 
 
What follows is a copy (the original is with the official Minute Book held by the 
Secretary) of the Letters Patent for Save Ontario Shipwrecks (Ontario Corporation 
Number 469961). They outline our Mission Statement as it was, and the long term 
objectives SOS undertook when it first became a corporation. 
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Charitable Status Confirmation 
 
This is a copy of the official government document attesting to SOS’s charitable 
status, including the Charity registration number 88616 4193 RR0001 effective date 
January 1, 1984. Tax receipts are issued by the head office. Any questions about 
whether a donation (monetary, service, product or “in-kind”) qualifies for a tax 
receipt should be directed to the Board. 

 


