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Wisconsin’s Underwater 
Treasures… 

Anatomy of an Exhibition

Rolf Johnson



The Wisconsin Maritime Museum
along Lake Michigan’s shore



Home of USS Cobia





Our origin story: the birth of the 
Wisconsin Maritime Museum

Founded in 1969 by a highly diverse group of old 
white guys 



Wisconsin is
a
Maritime
State 
Honest.
No, really,
it is!



A Proud Tradition of Shipbuilding



Great Lakes trade & commerce, 
immigration and recreation… and a part of 
our nation’s maritime past, present and 
future



You can’t talk about ships without talking about 
shipwrecks



Wisconsin’s Historic Shipwrecks 
An Overview and Analysis of Locations for a 

State/Federal Partnership with the National Marine 
Sanctuary Program

Sanctuary Program 

Keith N. Meverden and Tamara L. Thomsen 
With Historic Overview by Paul P. Kreisa and David J. Cooper

State Archaeology and Maritime Preservation Program
Technical Report Series #08-003



Maritime Trail Regions



NOAA’s Office of
National Marine Sanctuaries

“Sustaining America’s Ocean and Great Lakes Future”

National Marine Sanctuaries
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration



What Are National Marine Sanctuaries?

“Areas of the marine 
environment with special 
conservation, recreational, 
ecological, historical, 
cultural, archaeological, or 
esthetic qualities…”

National Marine Sanctuary Act (sec. 301)



The Sanctuary System



A Great Lakes’ Case Study:
Thunder Bay NMS (Alpena, MI)

• Designated in 2000
• 4,300 square miles 
• Protects nationally significant collection of 

estimated 100 shipwrecks



Mid-Lake Michigan Region on 
Wisconsin’s eastern shore
 1,000+ square mile area 

 33 known shipwrecks, 14 are intact

 Two oldest shipwrecks in Wisconsin 

 Four vessels have standing masts

 Six shipwrecks on National Register

 Range of construction dates:  1833-
1918





It all begins with a story…



And 
the stories 
begin with 
research…



… and context.



A serendipitous opportunity…







Rouse Simmons
Dbl. Centerboard Schooner, 
sank 1912 off Two Rivers



Vernon
Packet Steamer, sank 1887 off
Two Rivers



Walter B Allen Schooner, sank 1880 off Sheboygan



Home Schooner
Sank 1858 off 
Cleveland, WI



Niagara 
Paddlewheel Steamer, sank 1856 off Port Washington







The steps in the exhibit process (U Know ‘em)
• Start with your goals!

• What do you want this exhibit to do?

• Audience
• Who do you need to reach, how can you reach them, what 

are they interested in and what do they want?

• Tools
• What exhibit techniques and delivery systems will you use 

and/or create to deliver this content?

• Planning
• What content do you already have or what time, money or 

resources do you have to create or obtain new content?

• Organization of content
• How should the content be organized?



We also 
wanted to
use a Cultural 
Landscape
paradigm.

Exploring how natural 
and human 
patterns & processes
overlap and interact 
over time.
The interface between
humans and the 
natural world











Authenticity, 
or the lust for 
real objects!



No, you can’t go home to shower 
and shave until we’re done!























The Phoenix
Type of Boat: 
Wooden steamer
Built: 1845 Cleveland, 
Ohio
Sank: 1847 Cleveland,
Wisconsin
Cargo: Package freight, 
Passengers emigrating
to America

Lives Lost:  180



Tragedy on the Lake

Most of the passengers aboard the Phoenix were 
immigrants from Holland seeking religious freedom who 
intended to settle near Sheboygan and in Dutch 
settlements of Michigan and Iowa. At 3:30 a.m. on 
November 21, a fire was discovered aboard. A bucket 
brigade was organized to fight the flames, but the fire 
could not be contained and it consumed the entire ship. 
Only two lifeboats escaped the inferno with 31 crew and 
passengers. Two crew members and one additional 
passenger were pulled from the water.



Dutch Bible, c. 1693. washed ashore near Sheboygan, 
Nov. 21 1847



Life saving 
and the 

coast guard







Shipwrecks 
from the Sanctuary























All hale, the mighty smart phone!













“Kid” activities



Participatory 
Photo ops



Oops…

The best 
laid plans…



Summative evaluation and visitor surveys















Getting demographic info…







All it takes is
money!

(and some 
good
partners
willing to make
in-kind
contributions)



OK… so what did we learn? 
• We took advantage of the Treasures of NOAA’s Ark exhibit we 

brought to the museum to create an exhibit detailing our early 
efforts with the proposed, new Wisconsin-Lake Michigan NMS

• We tapped into the existing partnerships with other cities and 
organizations also working on the NMS to leverage resources

• We were able to use a Phase I exhibit to conduct formative and 
summative evaluation for a more involved second phase exhibit, 
while building credibility with our funders, stakeholders and the 
general public

• It was important for people to understand that this is not a 
permanent exhibit… it is a test bed for future exhibitions.

• If you plan to hire an outside exhibit developer, invest the time to 
craft a careful RFP with clear expectations and deliverables, along 
with parameters for communication between parties



Lessons learned (cont.)
• Assume nothing (or very little) about your audiences. In other 

words, DO THE EVALUATION! In our case, we had multiple 
audiences to address (arrggghhh… damn the general public!)

• And make use of a variety of evaluation tools and resources
• Research other excellent and effective exhibits and co-opt good 

ideas from them (yes, we really are an altruistic bunch!)
• Cutting edge works… Bleeding edge hurts!
• Allow staff and partners the time to fully develop organizing 

themes, the big idea(s) and take-home messages BEFORE exhibit 
construction begins

• You’ll never have as much time as you’d like, so if you can clear 
staff from other obligations (Sure Rolf, like THAT’LL ever happen!)

• Give staff a chance to try new ideas and to fail (this is important, 
especially for younger staff!)



(CAMM-talk shameless promotion department) 
CAMM Annual Meeting in 2019!





Thank you!
And I hope to see you 

in Wisconsin
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