


CHAPTER 1

Delta County’s Treasure Island

Brutal winds oft en batter Poverty Island, where Karl Jessen spent the summer days of his boyhood. Playing along the isle’s rocky coast, the lightkeeper’s son was no doubt aware that its unforgiving landscape and surrounding treacherous waters harbored legends of vast sunken treasure.

Then one blustery summer day, from his perch along the beach Jessen watched a group of divers conduct a hunt for the chests of gold said to lie at the bottom of Lake Michigan near the Poverty Island Passage. What Jessen witnessed that day would years later trigger a diver’s gold rush, drawing thousands of treasure hunters to the site.

Today, Poverty Island is uninhabited and owned by the federal government. Located twenty-seven miles southeast of the community of Escanaba within Fairbanks Township in the Upper Peninsula’s Delta County, it is one of a chain of islands spanning the approach to Wisconsin’s Green Bay between Wisconsin’s Door Peninsula and Michigan’s Garden Peninsula. The strait between the Wisconsin peninsula and the chain’s major island, Washington Island, has long held the ominous name “Death’s Door.”

During the early days of Great Lakes maritime trade, many ships headed for the Mackinac Straits linking Lake Michigan and Lake Huron traversed the Poverty Island passage between Poverty and Gull Islands. This, too, was a highly dangerous route. Shoals caused vessels to travel close to Poverty Island’s south shore, where water depths averaged a safe seventy feet.

It wasn’t until 1874 that the United States Coast Guard established the first light station on Poverty Island to aid navigation through these hazardous waterways. The now abandoned sixty-foot tower and keeper’s dwelling were constructed just one hundred feet from the island’s south shore. Before the light existed to guide ships, both large and small vessels succumbed to the ruthless waterways. Without a natural harbor, fierce winds and waves continuously pummeled Poverty Island’s rocky and desolate coastline, keeping away all but the most serious travelers.

Life for the keeper’s children, like Jessen, could be monotonous and boring. A Clarke Historical Library document recounts how Poverty Island’s children once got into mischief using the keeper’s leftover paint to deface the station. The most serious offenders among the children were locked in a coal bin as punishment. But, the report states, every island child understood their family’s serious mission and knew better than to touch the lifesaving lights.

In this bygone era lacking television and electronic games, island children must have played and replayed the legends of brave seafarers and glorious booty. Poverty Island’s tales of sunken riches are almost as prolific as the tales of sunken treasure in the world’s oceans, providing Mitten children of days gone by with ample material for their young imaginations. Several of these legends are detailed in Frederick Stonehouse’s book, Great Lakes Lighthouse Tales. One enduring rumor claims that during the French and Indian War of 1754 to 1763, the British attacked a French vessel carrying treasure with which the French forces planned to purchase trade goods from Native Americans in order to secure their loyalty. To prevent the riches from falling into the wrong hands, the ship’s captain chained the treasure chests together and tossed them overboard near Poverty Island.

Another tale maintains that during the War of 1812, a band of Great Lakes’ pirates attacked a ship transporting military payroll. Supposedly, that ship’s captain also chained together its chests of gold and flung them into the depths of Lake Michigan.

The strangest tale holds that the chest of gold believed to be hidden at the seabed near Poverty Island once belonged to the self-proclaimed “king” of nearby Beaver Island. The legend maintains that James Strang, the leader of a Mormon colony on Beaver Island, had collected the gold from his followers. In 1856, Strang was assassinated by unhappy followers, after which his box of gold mysteriously ended up on the bottomland near Poverty Island.

One legend stands out from all the others. Dating back to the Civil War, it is Poverty Island’s most popular sunken treasure tale. The Beacher newspaper reported that in 1865, a secret shipment of $4.5 million in gold from France’s Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte III was traveling through the Great Lakes and onward down the Mississippi River to help fund Confederate efforts in the South. As the vessel neared Poverty Island, Canadian pirates attacked the ship, murdered the crew, and burned the vessel. Some people believe Union forces learned of the shipment and attacked the French vessel. As in similar legends, the captain took quick measures to protect the loot, ordering his sailors to chain together the five chests of gold and toss them overboard to recover later. However, there is no official record of the attack or of the recovery of riches by either crew members, Union forces, or Confederate supporters.

In the summer of 1933, the eleven-year-old lightkeeper’s son watched from the beach as a group of divers searched for the legendary treasure chests thought to lie below the surface near the isle. According to a 2001 article in The Beacher, the multiyear treasure hunt funded by Chicago investors was conducted from the Captain Lawrence, a two-masted schooner-yacht built in Green Bay in 1898 and owned by Milwaukee resident Wilfred Behrens, an avid shipwreck hunter. Records reveal the 39-ton ship was 60.8 feet long with a 16-foot beam and had a four-man crew.

In 2007 the Traverse City Record-Eagle provided an account of how the lightkeeper’s young son watched Behrens’ crew raise and lower a rustic diving bell off the vessel’s deck and into the lake. One day, the boy observed the men shouting and dancing when the bell was raised and then afterward clinking their beer bottles in ecstatic toasts. Their celebratory behavior led Jessen to believe the divers had found something very valuable. But their good fortune was short-lived. A brutal storm hit that very night, and although the crew escaped with their lives, the Captain Lawrence was demolished by Mother Nature’s fury and whatever treasure it had on board went down with the ship. Young Jessen never saw the treasure hunters again.

The Beacher reported that the Behrens family history maintains the treasure hunter returned to the dive site several times in later years, but he could not raise the necessary funds for a comprehensive search. He died in 1959 without completing his quest.

Then, in 1969, Skin Diver magazine published Jessen’s story of the strange celebration onboard the Captain Lawrence, stirring new interest in Lake Michigan’s real-life treasure island. The article attracted a flurry of upwards of two thousand divers to the area, hoping to find and recover the chests of gold, which today would be valued at $500 million or more.

Probably none of the divers have demonstrated more determination than Richard Bennett, a resident of Wauwatosa, Wisconsin, who dedicated three decades to solving the mystery of Poverty Island’s lost gold. Bennett’s long search for the riches has garnered much national media attention and was the subject of a 1994 episode of NBC’s Unsolved Mysteries, which unleashed Poverty Island’s legend to an entirely new generation of treasure hunters.

Bennett’s resolve to recover Poverty Island’s gold also brought out his inner inventor, generating even more media recognition. Popular Mechanics named his treasure-hunting submarine among the “Top 10 Coolest Backyard Inventions of 2008.” A professional diver and retired owner of a scuba training center, Bennett invested $28,000 in the construction of his four-man wet-sub, christened Jason 300. According to his website, the fiberglass sub, which he built over a couple summers, is 14 feet long and weighs 525 pounds, is powered by two car batteries, and has headlights that once served as aircraft landing lights. Using wet suits and diving gear to breathe, the treasure hunter and his crew are able to cover more territory faster using the underwater vessel. To Bennett’s disappointment, the sub was not an effective search tool and was subsequently retired.
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Despite years of fruitless efforts to locate the gold, Bennett hasn’t given up on treasure quests and currently lectures on the subject. He writes on his website, “I have spent thirty-five years or so looking for this treasure. I have also spent thousands of dollars on trips to Door County, Wisconsin. I have frozen my butt off, and have gone without food or water for days while trapped on Poverty Island. I have driven thirty-plus miles from Milwaukee to our entry point in Michigan until I know the tar bumps in the road by heart. To date, I haven’t found the key that will open the magic door. Hidden in a drawer or file cabinet somewhere is a piece of paper with the location of this vast treasure.”

One clue—tucked away in an old book, pasted to the back of a painting, or locked in an old safe—could solve the puzzle. However, Steven Libert, a diver and federal government analyst from Virginia, isn’t putting his hopes on such a clue miraculously appearing, nor is he waiting for someone to come forth with a new piece of information. Like Bennett, Libert has patiently, steadfastly, and strategically plotted to recover what Lake Michigan has stubbornly held in her cold grip for so long.

A 2001 Beacher newspaper article states that Libert located a descendent and legal heir of Behrens, who subsequently sold his rights to the Captain Lawrence to Libert’s salvage company, Fairport International Exploration. Libert also enlisted Behrens’ grandson as a company member.

Libert’s mission to discover whether young Jessen’s interpretation of the euphoric crew having discovered treasure in 1933 was true prompted him to seek legal ownership of the sunken vessel (and its gold). In the court case of Fairport International Inc. versus the Shipwrecked Vessel Captain Lawrence and State of Michigan, documents relate how Libert uncovered debris he believed came from the Captain Lawrence: a propeller blade in 1984 and an anchor in 1985. The items sat close to shore off Poverty Island, just forty to sixty feet below the water’s surface. Filings in the case further reveal that Wilfred Behrens formally stated on August 16, 1933, that the vessel was bound to Summer Island when a storm blew up, and although the crew survived, the vessel sank near Poverty Island
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