KEUKA LAKE— The crooked lake may not be as big as Cayuga or as deep as Seneca, but what lies beneath Keuka Lake’s waters is an incredible collection of previously unacknowledged and, except to a few, relatively unknown sunken steamships, steam yachts and canal boats. Where these ships are and how they got there are each tremendous tales. 
The Keuka was the first steamer on the lake and nothing to be shocked and amazed by. It was a utilitarian dream, inexpensively built, easily maintained, and versatile enough that it could stop without problems at the lake’s nice docks or at a ramp stuck in wet, crumbling earth. Slowly but steadily Keuka Lake’s shipping industry grew in the 1840s, effectively moving crates of locally grown apples, peaches and wheat. The region’s farmers and transporters roughed it: sailboats towed canal boats were stocked with goods until Penn Yan and Hammondsport began producing steam-powered vessels. A new steamer call the Steuben was built in Hammondsport and launched on June 28, 1845 with two thousand people in attendance. The boat was 200 tons and 132 feet long, a giant by Keuka’s standards. Steamships, particularly steam yachts which represented the luxury and esteem afforded by Empire State wealth, were seen by the people residing around Keuka Lake as symbols of pride. 
During the Observer’s research of sunken ships in Keuka Lake, a certified PADI diver named Len Leffner revealed that despite the state’s recognition of four wrecks in the Y-shaped lake, there are likely more than ten wrecks, some of which are intact but deteriorating from zebra mussel colonization. Leffner says he has personally discovered all or part of these ten wrecks during his summer vacations on the lake. When he began his explorations, only two wrecks were known: the ‘wine barge,’ now referred to as the Tanglewood wreck, and the William L. Halsey (later renamed Steuben III) a signature steamship named after the Rochester man who founded the Crooked Lake Navigation Company. 
The Tanglewood Cove canal boat wreck was first rediscovered by William E. “Tony” and Peter Dougherty, both Hammondsport-based divers, in July 1955. More than 80 feet long and 14 feet wide, Leffner’s sketches show the ship pointed downward angle, resting on the sharp incline on the eastside of the lake. Leffner claims the stern lies in only 30 feet of water; its bow at 65 feet. The sunken canal boats has become an underwater haven for zebra mussels, who have greatly contributed to the acceralation of the wreck’s destruction. The deck is, therefore, slowly collapsing, parts of it probably punctured by the dropped anchors of unsuspecting boaters above.  When the Doughertys’ found the ship at Tanglewood, they removed a round-bottomed glass bottle, a bucket of caulking, and a small cast iron stove, which can now be seen at the Glenn H. Curtiss Museum. Sources indicate but do not confirm that the boat may have hit a pier, causing a hole in its starboard hull and the canal boat to sink. 
The Steamer Steuben III, formerly William L. Halsey caught fire at the dock at Hammondsport in 1917 and, after being stripped of any useful parts, was pushed westward off the village’s coast. It now sits in 70 feet of water near the Hammondsport Motel. 
Of the fourteen commercial steamers and three gasoline-powered vessels known to Keuka in the 19th and early 20th centuries, Leffner, a social studies teacher from the Baltimore area, believes he has uncovered four of the steamers: Yates I, which sunk near Keuka Park in 1883, Farley Holmes (renamed Yates II), the Urbana, and the William L. Halsey or Steuben III. There is some possibility that at least two or more steamers rest near the Steuben III, deep at the bottom of the water at the south end of Keuka Lake. Leffner claims that the famous Lulu, sunk at Hammondsport, and the West Branch wreck were both scuttled with locations still unknown at the south side of the lake. The Garfield and Resolute steam barges were sunk in 1911 about one mile north of Hammondsport. The Garfield was used as backfill, or cribbing, for a new pier. The steam yacht, Minnie V, can also be found under Keuka’s surface after being reportedly set on fire and pushed out into the middle of the lake by a vagrant.  The owner of the steam yacht was a game constable who was known as being particularly hardnosed when it came to arresting people for illegal fishing. The boat, full of expensive furniture and other trinkets as was customary for a steam yacht, sank at Eggleston’s Point. 

The steam barge A.W. Springstead, named after the famous ship-builder from Penn Yan and functioned as a ferry for Glen Curtiss’ experimental aircrafts, was sunk in the early 1920s near the western shoreline of Two-Mile Point near Hammondsport. Sources identified the Springstead as part of the shoreline’s foundation in July 2000 when the barge’s iron bow was seen sticking out of the ground. At least two parts of the ship’s hull also jut out from the backyard of two properties on the western shoreline of Keuka. Twenty feet of the ship, her midsection, can be seen in 3 to 4 feet of water. 
In March 1931, the stylish and graceful steamer Mary Belle, which had survived forty years of use and ten sedentary years at a Hammondsport pier, was purposefully sunk after its hull cracked and began to leak. The boat was considered by most historical sources to be the most beautiful and elegant of any steamship that glided across Keuka’s waters. Stripped of any valuable brass and iron, the Mary Belle met her end near Snug Harbor. 


Two gasoline-powered freight ships, City of Rochester and City of Elmira, were assembled in Hammondsport by order of the Erie Railroad Company. After gasoline proved to be too expensive and Prohibition too finance-inhibiting in a wine region, both ships were stripped and sunk in 1935. Sources show that the water levels in Keuka varied greatly that summer due to heavy July rainfall, likely causing the freighters to float up from the bottom, drift toward a cove near Crosby Point, and sink. The exact location of both of these ships is still undecided. 

The remains of a cabin cruiser and a Volkswagon Beetle can also be found at the bottom of Keuka Lake, part of a diver training site developed in the 1970s.


Several more unidentified canal boats, one reported by Hammondsport diver Richard Wood to be near Keuka Lake State Park in very shallow water. Mike Morehouse and Paul Enous, members of the Branchport-Penn Yan Fire Department Dive Rescue Team, also found a canal boat—this one a grain scow—also near Keuka Lake State Park in 60 feet of water. Leffner photographed and documented this wreck in 2001. 
