Softly, slowly, the shiny brass bell aboard the old warship USS Toledo began to toll its tragic message. The seaman rang it 29 times, once for each man in the crew of the Steamship Edmund Fitzgerald.


In the Bay View Park Naval Armory on the Maumee River, in the Port of Toledo, memorial services were being held. Across the way you could see the Presque Isle docks where scrap iron was loaded. Near the mouth of the Maumee the coal and ore docks stood where The Fitz often loaded before sailing proudly through the So Locks up toward Silver Bay.


Two Coast Guard cadets slowly marched, leading a procession out of the armory. They carried a floral wreath to a motor launch tied at the dock. Once on board, the launch began a solemn six-mile journey out into Lake Erie. They placed the wreath in the water, honoring the seamen who perished with the Edmund Fitzgerald on Lake Superior, the stormy night of November 10, 1975.


* * *


It was not unusual for low-pressure areas to form down in the flat panhandles of Texas and Oklahoma. It had seemed unimportant when storm clouds took shape in the northern sector on Saturday morning, November 8th. They began to gain strength and momentum, speeding over the area’s rolling hills, starting a strong northeastern sweep. Twenty-four hours later, the storm moved into central Iowa. At first, experts did not consider it an intense weather element. By seven that night, it had grown stronger, as it swept into northeastern Iowa. National forecasters revised predictions, and issued gale warnings for Lake Superior.


By Monday afternoon, forecasts of winds from thirty-five to forty-five knots were out, with waves of eight to fifteen feet. The outer fringes hit Duluth, Minnesota, as a light drizzle in the early morning. By seven, it had become a driving rain. Winds were increasing, and the temperature began to drop. The driving rain turned to sleet. City streets turned to slush, and the storm became a major threat, with a forecast of northeast winds at fifty knots, with gusts expected to hit sixty.


That Sunday at 0830, Captain Ernest McSorley, skipper of the magnificent ore carrier ‘Edmund Fitzgerald’, which held most Great Lakes shipping records, began supervising the loading of twenty-six thousand tons of three-quarter inch iron ore pellets. Taconite is a dry, dense, bulk ore, known for its stability in a rolling ore vessel on high seas. At 1420 hours, McSorley guided The Fitz out of the No. 1 dock at Superior Piers, Wisconsin. With an apparent routine loading completed, and the twenty-one hatches secured, the ore carrier and twenty-nine-man crew sailed down Lake Superior. It was headed for Great Lakes Steel, in Detroit.


The Edmund Fitzgerald was headed home. Originally, it had departed from Toledo, Ohio, and proceeded to Silver Bay on Lake Superior. The Fitz passed through the Detroit River, the St. Mary’s River, through the So Locks at Sault Ste. Marie, then on across Lake Superior to Superior. It was a five-day round-trip, which McSorley had traveled for years. The Fitz was a grand vessel. They called it "The Monarch of the Lakes." The Fitz’s keel had been laid on August 8, 1957 at the Great Lakes Engineering Works at River Rouge, Michigan—729 feet, 3 inches long, 29 feet high, and 75 feet wide. It was the largest ore carrier on the Great Lakes, and flagship of the fleet owned by Oglebay Norton Company, of Cleveland.Edmund Fitzgerald, the man, was a native of Milwaukee, born March 1, 1895. He had grown up to become an Ivy Leaguer—Yale, Class of 1916—and to fight in World War I. Fitzgerald reached the rank of Captain before his release. During his career, Fitzgerald maintained a strong interest in the Great Lakes’ commerce. He became the driving force behind the company that put money into construction of The Fitz.
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