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Module 3: Identifying and learning about wrecks 
by conducting research.



RESEARCHING SHIPWRECKS

Developing research skills and knowledge is incredibly 
rewarding.  
Research allows us to:
• Identify unknown wreck sites, 
• Learn more about existing wreck sites and
• Plan searches for undiscovered sites.
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IDENTIFYING UNKNOWN WRECKS

How would you go 
about trying to identify 

a new discovery?

Where would you 
begin looking for 

information?

What sort of 
information would you 

expect to find?
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There are two things that need to be 
done to identify an unknown wreck:

▶  Survey the vessel to determine the type 
of vessel it is, what it is constructed from, its 
length and means of propulsion. 

▶  Consult archives to put a name to the 
wreck once the type of vessel and 
specific dimensions are known. 

Sometimes both strategies are required to 
ultimately resolve a mystery. This was the 
case with both the Lord Western and the 
SS Idaho.

HOW TO IDENTIFY UNKNOWN WRECKS
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Wreck Charts (known hard copies)
•  Barnard, Kent.        Puget Sound & Juan de Fuca

•  Gibbs, J. A.             Shipwrecks of Juan de Fuca

•  Longstaff, Victor.   Port Renfrew to Barkley  Sound 

•  Rogers, Fred        Shipwrecks of the BC Coast

•  Walbran, Capt.      Juan de Fuca & Barkley Sound

•  Wells, R.E.               Vancouver Islands West Coast

CONSULT ARCHIVES - WHERE TO LOOK
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Wreck charts are a great source of valuable information 
but are not always available or complete.



Shipwreck Chart No. 2
Southern British Columbia Waters
Drafted by Alfred C. Rogers
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https://heritagebc.ca/cultural-maps/submerged-heritage-resources/ 8

CONSULT ARCHIVES - WHERE TO LOOK

Wreck Charts (Digital)
Heritage BC – Submerged Heritage Resources

https://heritagebc.ca/cultural-maps/submerged-heritage-resources/


Wreck Lists (hard copies)
• List of Shipping Casualties Resulting in Total     

Loss in BC Since 1897 (Transport Canada)

• Shipping Disasters in B.C. Coast Waters 
(Longstaff, F. V.)

•  Shipwrecks of British Columbia (Rogers, A.C.)

•  Shipwreck List 1790-1975  (Cadieux, H. L.)

•  Register of Shipwrecks (Wood, Ted)

• Pacific Rim National Park Shipwreck Inventory 
(R. Palm)

•  British Columbia Shipwrecks  (Cramer, Bill)

CONSULT ARCHIVES - WHERE TO LOOK
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List of Shipping Casualties Resulting in Total Loss in B.C. Waters:

• Published by Transport Canada in hard copy 1897-1980

• Lists the name, port of registry , net tonnage and nature and 
place of casualty of each vessel lost in B.C. waters since 1897.

• Good place to start for wrecks in British Columbia.

The UASBC has digitized it so that it can be searched by key word.

WRECK LISTS

Nov 18, 1936 Dunsyre Victoria, BC 98965 2105 Stranded Kains Island

Date  Name Registered No. Tons Disposition  Location
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$49.95

$69.95

Wreck Lists (digital)
• http://www.shipwreckregistry.com/

• http://www.northernmaritimeresearch.com/

Some online databases have fees.

Some data bases have restricted access.

• Remote Access to Archaeological Data (RAAD)

RAAD is an online application maintained by the 
Province of B.C. It is free for authorized users only.

$20 per list
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CONSULT ARCHIVES - WHERE TO LOOK

http://www.northernmaritimeresearch.com/order.html


Primary sources are firsthand sources or accounts.

•  Canada List of Ships  

•  Merchant Vessels of the United States

•  Lloyds Register

•  Vessel Registry Documents

•  Wreck Reports

•  Inquest documents

•  Newspaper Accounts

LEARNING ABOUT YOUR SHIPWRECK
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Canada List of Shipping
(Blue Books)
• Official No.
• Name
• Port Registered
• Where Built
• When Built
• Length
• Tonnage
• Owner
Records from 1907 to 2002 are on paper; from 2003 onwards, 
records are contained in the Vessel Registration Query System 
online.

PRIMARY SOURCES
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http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AMH/USMM/Annual_List/

Annual List of Merchant Vessels of the 
United States (paper, 1895-1960)
• Official No.
• Rig
• Name
• Tonnage
• Dimensions
• When Built
• Where Built
• Engines
• Owner
• Home Port

PRIMARY SOURCES
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http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AMH/USMM/Annual_List/


Lloyds Register
• Official No.
• Name
• Tonnage
• When Built
• Where Built
• Owner
• Dimensions
• Port Registered
• Engines

Lloyds provides engine measurements 
– great for early shipwrecks!

PRIMARY SOURCES
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Victoria

Nanaimo

Ship Registration Books: Victoria Ship Registry Office
• Registry  Books Organized by Year

• Oldest, Book F, covers 1907-1913

PRIMARY SOURCES
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Vessel 
Details 

Disposition 

SAMPLE REGISTRY DOCUMENT 
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Ownership



Wreck Report, Aleutian Island
LAC RG 12 Vol 3851

PRIMARY SOURCES
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Newspapers 

Regional newspapers are an 
excellent source of shipwreck 
information.  In BC, the most 
recognized source is the British 
Colonist, published continuously 
since 1858.

Copies of the Colonist from 
1858-1980 have been digitized and 
made available online through the 
University of Victoria.

https://britishcolonist.ca/

Copies are also available in the 
Greater Victoria Regional Library 
on microfilm.

PRIMARY SOURCES

19



A secondary source is anything where someone has 
taken the information from the primary source and 
added to it. 

Underwater wreck sites are documented in 
secondary sources as stories, reports or interpolated 
locations.

LEARNING ABOUT YOUR SHIPWRECK 
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Secondary Sources
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•  Wreck Report

•  Closed Out Register

•  Registration Disposition Entry

•  Formal Investigation

LOST VESSELS – CASE STUDIES
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Section 
Cove

Werner 
Cove

Wreck Report, Aleutian Island
LAC RG 12 Vol 3851

CASE STUDIES
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Werner Pt.



Transport Canada Register of  
Closed Out Vessels (1904-1964)
RG 12  Department of 
Transport

CASE STUDIES
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Alvera



Tug Restless: 
Closing Statement in 
Registry Document 

CASE STUDIES
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Registration Disposition 

Saanichton Bay



CASE STUDIES
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Formal Investigation



Researching shipwrecks is not an easy or overnight  
project, but with a little effort it can prove to be very 
rewarding. 

Learning about and contributing to the story of known 
wrecks is probably the easiest way to get started.

Taking on the unknown is the ultimate challenge!

RESEARCHING SHIPWRECKS
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HAPPY  RESEARCHING!

28


