
Wreck: Portia     

44°26.919’N, 063°35.127’W 

Inner Sambro Island – Nova Scotia   Wrecked: July 10, 1899 

The Event 

On the evening of July 10, 1899, the iron steamship Portia was approaching Halifax in 

dense fog when she struck without warning along the coast near Sambro. 

There was no shoreline visible. No breakers. No indication of proximity to land. 

Soundings earlier in the day had suggested the vessel remained safely offshore. Her 

position was believed—not confirmed. 

At approximately 6:50 PM, the ship grounded hard on rock. 

Within minutes, the situation changed from routine navigation to emergency response. 

The Ship 

• Built: 1884, Newcastle-on-Tyne (Wigham Richardson & Co.)  

• Length: ~220 ft  

• Iron-hulled screw steamer  

• Compound steam engine  

• Owned by: Bowring Brothers (Red Cross Line)  

• Route: New York – Halifax – St. John’s  

• Cargo: General freight (including provisions)  

• Passengers: Mixed (tourists, families, commercial travelers)  

Why It Was Lost 

The loss was not a single error—but a narrowing margin: 

• Dense fog eliminated all visual reference  

• Navigation relied on dead reckoning and earlier soundings  

• Final sounding (~52–53 fathoms) indicated potential proximity—but was not 
acted upon  

• No further soundings taken during final approach  

• Speed not sufficiently reduced  

• No allowance made for coastal current or drift  

• The vessel was believed to be well offshore  

• In reality, she had been set inward toward land  

The Wreck Event 

A sudden grounding—no warning. 

• Initial impact described as a dull, grinding shock  

• Engines reversed in attempt to free the vessel  

• A second, heavier impact followed  

• Bow held fast on rock while stern lifted in swell  



Wreck: Portia     

44°26.919’N, 063°35.127’W 

• Water began entering the hull  

• Vessel could not be freed 

The End of the Ship 

The Portia did not sink at the point of impact. 

• Lifted by sea and motion, she was carried beyond the shoal  

• Settled into deeper water offshore  

• Became a total loss shortly after abandonment  

• Wreck remains spread across the seabed  

Diver Notes 

• Depth: ~60–70 ft (tidal variation)  

• Site condition: low, flattened wreckage  

• Structure: scattered iron, beams, piping  

• Boiler remains prominent and intact  

• White hexagonal tiles frequently observed  

• Sandy seabed—wreck partially buried and shifting  

• Moderate to strong current common  

Requires 

• Good timing (tide/current awareness)  

• Careful navigation to site  

• Experience in low-visibility conditions  

Why This Site Matters 

• A near-total survival event with a single loss  

• Clear case study in navigation by assumption vs verification  

• Illustrates risks of routine operations in fog  

• Strong physical correlation between wreck pattern and event sequence  

• Accessible dive site with high interpretive value  

Final Thought 

This was not a storm wreck. Not a night wreck. 

This was a ship that continued—in conditions it had faced before. 

The difference was not distance. 

It was time. 

 


