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FEATURE

By Richard Longley

S.S. Keewatin
The Canadian Paci�c Railway’s “Mini-Titanic”

Her name means “blizzard from the north.” Moored 
at Port McNicoll, east of Midland on Georgian Bay, the 
S.S. Keewatin is a reminder of when ships of the Canadian 
Paci�c Railway Upper Lake Service steamed between 
Georgian Bay, Sault Sainte Marie and Fort William (now 
Thunder Bay). The service began in 1883, to convey workers 
with the horses, rails, explosives, food, tobacco and tools 
they needed to build the railway that would connect Canada 
east to west around the north shore of Lake Superior.

The last spike between Montreal and Winnipeg was 
hammered in at Noslo, east of what is now the ghost 
town of Jack Fish, on May 16, 1885 (less than six months 
before Donald Smith drove in the “o�cial” last spike at 
Craigellachie, British Columbia). Completion of the railway 
did not sink the Upper Lake Service; it was never intended 
to. Built on muskeg and blasted through the Canadian 
Shield, the section leading to Thunder Bay was the most 
di�cult east of the Rockies and, when it was done, often 
blocked and unreliable. Compared with what might be a 
four-day journey by rail, a two-and-a-half-day lake cruise 
was an enticing alternative. CPR ships would continue to 
convey immigrants west and return laden with grain for 
another 62 years.

The 3,856-ton Keewatin was built by the 
Fair�eld Shipbuilding & Engineering Co. at 
Govan, Scotland. She was launched on July 6, 1907 
and began a two-week crossing of the Atlantic on 
September 14. At Lévis, Quebec she was separated 
into two parts to allow her to pass through the 
Welland Canal. Re-connected at Bu¢alo, she 
arrived at Owen Sound on Christmas Day. On 
October 7, 1908 she set o¢ on her �rst voyage.

The Toronto, Grey and Bruce Railway was 
acquired by the CPR in 1883, the year it launched 
its Upper Lake Service. The former TGBR terminal 
at Owen Sound was the service’s southern port, 
until its two grain elevators burned in 1911, 
reinforcing CPR Vice President David McNicoll’s 
determination to create a new port, with easier 
access by rail than the steep incline into Owen 
Sound.

Port McNicoll opened in 1912. Immigrants, 
grain and increasing numbers of tourists were 
the chief cargoes of the Upper Lakes steamers, 
until 1929, when the Great Depression brought 
the boom to a halt. It would pick up again after the 
Second World War.

Reached at Port McNicoll in three hours by 
the Steamboat train from Toronto, out�tted 
by the T. Eaton company, with its ¨ower pot 
lounge, skylights of Murano glass, hand-
carved wood panelling and Canadian art; for 
her wealthier passengers the Keewatin was a 
luxury liner in miniature. Steaming past the 
30,000 islands of Georgian Bay, the rugged 
shores of Lake Superior, being a passenger then 
was a magical experience but, with increasing 
automobile ownership and the opening of the 
Trans-Canada Highway in 1962, the Upper 
Lake Service could not last. It came to an end 
in 1965.

In 1967 the Keewatin was purchased by 
Michigan entrepreneur and steamship 
enthusiast Roland J. Peterson. He had her 
towed 1,000 kilometres to Douglas, Michigan 
where, with all but her original boilers intact 
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she became the Keewatin Maritime Museum, 
advertised as the “Mini-Titanic.”

 Eric Conroy worked as a waiter on the 
Keewatin in 1963, to “make some pocket money 
and meet girls.” In the 1990s he befriended 
Roland Peterson. In 1997 he became the 
Keewatin’s  “Honorary Captain.” In 2011 he 
negotiated her sale to Skyline Developments, 
who shared his goal of returning the ship to 
Port McNicoll. Towed by the tugs American 
Girl and Wendy Anne, the Keewatin arrived at 
Port McNicoll at 2:30 pm on June 23, 2012 — 45 
years to the day after she had been hauled away 
to Michigan. Between 2012 and 2019 she was 
restored by an army of volunteers, to nearly the 
condition she was in when she retired.

But in 2021, her future is uncertain.

Donation of the last survivor of the Upper 
Lakes �eet to the Museum of the Great Lakes 
at Kingston is being negotiated but her friends 
are determined to keep the Keewatin in Port 
McNicoll. Wayne Coombes, Marketing and 
Communications Director for Friends of 
Keewatin writes:

 “Skyline has inexplicably decided to 
renege on its commitments and donate her 
not to the charity it founded to receive her 
but instead to a di�erent charity in a distant 
city with no relationship to her history — to 
the consternation and disappointment of the 
volunteers and the community.”

The Friends of Keewatin petitioned the 
Government of Canada to halt the transfer. 
They received this response from the o�ce of 
the Minister of Canadian Heritage:

“The application for designation presented 
by the Marine Museum of the Great Lakes 
at Kingston and Skyline Investments Inc. is 
deemed eligible and, as such, the Government 
of Canada does not have any grounds to reject 
its review... While the Government recognizes 
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❶ S.S. Keewatin, the “Mini-Titanic,” June 8, 2013.

❷ S.S. Keewatin, Murano glass, June 8, 2013. 

❸ S.S. Keewatin returns to Port McNicoll, June 23, 2012.

i

that the decision surrounding the donation belongs to the 
owner of the S.S. Keewatin, we remain hopeful that it will 
be donated to a heritage organization in Canada so that 
its story can continue to be told.”

For now, the Keewatin remains at Port McNicoll, fenced 
o� due to COVID-19. Entry is barred even to the volunteers 
who maintain her. Her fate, like that of so much built 
heritage in Ontario, remains to be determined. 
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