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This plaque sits on the north wall inside the Church of St. Philip and St. James, 
Chapmanslade, picked out by light streaming through south facing stained glass windows.  
 
Perhaps you’ve seen the plaque and wondered about the story that lies behind it? Who was 
Harriet Sims and how did she come to drown, at the age of 32, in far away Lake Michigan, 
USA, in 1881, 139 years ago at the time of writing? And how did this ornate looking plaque 
come to be in the church, which had only been consecrated14 years earlier in 1867? 
 
Well, the story of poor Harriet’s drowning has been found in extracts from US newspaper 
reports of the foundering of the steamship (SS) Columbia in a severe gale on Lake Michigan, 
whilst on a return voyage from Chicago to Collingwood, Ontario, Canada, with a cargo of 
grain. Sixteen lives were lost; only five bodies were recovered, not including that of Harriet. 
 
 

STEAMSHIP COLUMBIA FOUNDERED, LAKE MICHIGAN, SEPT 10 1881 
On a voyage from Chicago to Collingwood, Ontario, Canada 

 
 
The Chicago Tribune, September 16, 1881, contains the following account of the foundering 
of the propeller steamship (SS) COLUMBIA off Frankfort on Saturday last: 
 

When the gale first struck the steamer on Saturday she labored heavily in the 
tremendous seas, and soon shifted her cargo, causing her to careen over on one side and 
labor still heavier. Her brave commander Captain James B. Malcomson, made every effort to 
keep her trimmed, but without avail, and about 10:45 P. M. the whole cargo went out of place, 
rendering the unfortunate vessel helpless. 

 
The heavy seas broke clear over her, and shortly after the last shifting of her cargo a 

trial at the pumps revealed the fact that she was fast filling with water. Captain Malcomson 



HARRIET SIMS, ACCIDENTALLY DROWNED, 10 SEPT 1881 
By Terry Rose, Chapmanslade History Group 

 

Terry Rose  Version 1, 22 Sept 2020 2 

headed the COLUMBIA for land, but the water continued to gain despite the efforts of the 
crew, and shortly after 11 o'clock her fires were put out. The only alternative was to take to 
the (life) boats and attempt to reach Frankfort. The boats were successfully lowered and filled 
with the passengers and crew, but only one reached shore safely, those containing the 
officers and passengers being swamped immediately after pushing away from the sinking 
craft. 

 
There were twenty-three people on board the steamer, sixteen of whom were drowned, 

including Captain Malcomson; First Mate Robert Malcomson; Engineers Crosby and Mippen; 
Harriet Sims, a cabin maid; George Bunton, a fireman; Shannon and Dowane, deck-hands; 
Miss Fanny Fitzgerald and William Griffith, the only passengers, and five of the crew whose 
names are unknown.  
       

The propeller COLUMBIA was built at Hamilton, Ont., in 1873, by A. M. Robertson, 
measured 400 tons, rated A 1-1/2, and was valued at $24,000. She ran in connection with the 
New England Line of steamers, but was owned by the Lake & River Navigation Company of 
Montreal. She had on board a cargo of corn valued at $14,000, which was insured for its full 
value in the Aetna Insurance Company of Hartford.  
       

Captain Malcomson was about fifty-five years of age and was an experienced 
navigator. All the officers have families.  The body of Robert Malcomson has been found. The 
body of Miss Fitzgerald was sent to Chicago today in a metallic coffin. The Columbia's piano 
was washed ashore today with other debris. 
 
 
Milwaukee Sentinel, Tuesday, September 13, 1881 

Captain Gilman, of the propeller CITY OF LUDINGTON, stated that the town of 
Frankfort is in a state of excitement never before witnessed. Business is entirely suspended 
for the time being, and the beach is daily thronged with the inhabitants of the place with a 
view to picking up whatever wreckage of value washes ashore, and also to secure pieces of 
the boat for mementos of the appalling disaster. Bodies of persons who met watery graves 
are continually coming ashore, and are picked up by men engaged to patrol the beach, who 
bury all that are not claimed or identified.  
 
       
The Meaford 'Monitor', Friday, September 23, 1881 

Under the heading, A SACRED FREIGHT, it was reported that bodies recovered from 
the COLUMBIA wreck were brought home Sept. 19 on the United States revenue cutter 
ANDREW JOHNSON. The report went on to say: The people of Frankfort behaved nobly 
towards the survivors, who were cast upon their shore naked and penniless, feeding, 
sheltering, and clothing them without the expectation of remuneration or reward. 
 
 
Cleveland Herald, Monday, October 31, 1881  

A fisherman at Frankfort, Mich., has found the lost steamer COLUMBIA. His net fouled, 
and on investigation he discovered them entangled in wreckage of the propeller. She lies 
three miles west of Frankfort, in twenty fathoms of water.  
 
 
Canadian Steamboat Inspection Report. Canada Sessional Papers, No. 5. A 1882  

The steamer COLUMBIA, of Montreal, eight years old and 408 tons register, foundered 
in Lake Michigan on the 16th September last, while on a voyage from Chicago to 
Collingwood, Ontario, with a cargo of corn. By this casualty 16 lives were lost. The vessel was 
classed in Inland Lloyds, and was valued at $24,000. She was owned by Mr. John E. 
Fairgrieve, of Hamilton; the cargo was valued at $11,000. 
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The Hamilton Spectator on Wednesday, 23rd April 1873, gives an account of the launch of 
the propeller COLUMBIA. 

 

Yesterday afternoon, one of the most successful launches ever witnessed in Hamilton 
took place at Robertson's Shipyard. The COLUMBIA was christened yesterday and 
the CALIFORNIA [sister-ship] is expected to be in the water within a month. Shortly before 
3:00 p.m., everything was ready and the order was given to out the ropes. Owner, Capt. John 
B. Fairgrieve's daughter Ida had the honour of christening the COLUMBIA, which glided 
gracefully into the harbour. The CANADA was standing by ready to bring the new vessel in to 
the wharf. Her dimensions were 137.0 x 23.6 x 13.5, gross 476 and net 360 tons. Her engine 
and boiler were built by Thos. Wilson & Co. of Dundas. 
 

Photo of a Steam Ship built in Hamilton docks around the same time as the Columbia 
 
 

What is known of the role of Cabin Maids on Steam Ships? 
 
An account of the role of Cabin Maids (also known as Ladies’ Maids or 
chambermaids) is given in the book, A Fully Accredited Ocean – Essays on 
the Great Lakes, edited by Victoria Brehm, published in 1998. Indeed, 
Harriet Sims is even named in one of the essays; Cooks and Ladies’ Maids: 
Women in Sail and Steam on the Great Lakes in the Nineteenth Century, by 
Patrick Folkes. 
 
The essay says that in keeping with the traditional female role of the day, 
the presence of women on commercial vessels of the Great Lakes during 
the 19C, and especially between 1850 and 1900 when the number of steam ships reached a 
peak, was that of either cooks or ladies’ maids. Routine duties centered on changing of 
bedding, cleaning cabins and duties that service-work inevitably entailed. In rough weather, 
maids would act to calm excited passengers and tend to those suffering from seasickness. It 
was not unknown for maids to receive a ‘token of appreciation’ (a tip) from lady passengers. 
 
“No clear profile emerges of a typical ladies’ maid. Some were single, some married. Age, 
social class or personal background was seldom if ever reported. An exception was Miss 
Harriet Simms, maid on the foundered steamer Columbia in 1881, who was reported (in the 
Globe, 13 September 1881) to be the sister of a railway conductor.” 
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What is known of the Sims family and how Harriet’s plaque came to be in 
St. Philip and St. James Church, Chapmanslade? 

 
This section is prefaced with a caution. Ages and birthplaces for the Sims family in census and other 
records vary somewhat, making the research more difficult and possibly less accurate. Nevertheless, an 
attempt has been made at piecing together available information in the knowledge that this article can 
be updated if necessary. 
 
In the 1861 census, Job Sims (41), is listed as a farmer of 27 acres on the Warminster Road, 
Berkley, where he is living with his wife Martha (42), son William (18), labourer, three 
daughters; Isabella (16), Harriet (12), and Mary (8), and two younger sons, James (4) and 
George (1). 
 
Harriet is not listed with the family in the 1871 census, and nor is William her older brother. 
However, there is a census listing of a Harriet Sims, aged 23, born in Wiltshire, a ladies maid 
at the Thorp Perrow estate of wealthy landowner and magistrate, Mark Millbank, in Bedale, 
North Yorkshire. Was this our Harriet? 
 
So sometime before 1881, when she tragically died on the SS Columbia, Harriet must have 
travelled to Ontario, Canada and found a job as a cabin maid. From emigration records, a 
Harriet Sims, spinster, English, no age given, arrived Quebec on the Scandinavian from 
Liverpool (not too far from North Yorkshire) via Londonderry, on 14th July 1874. Her name 
appears under Mrs. B. Scott age 50, so was Harriet traveling as a maid to Mrs. Scott? 
 
With reference to the report in the Globe newspaper (see page 3), that Harriet’s brother was a 
railway conductor, we wondered if her older brother William had also emigrated across the 
Atlantic. Two possibilities for William have been found in America. This needs further 
research, if possible, but perhaps William was the brother working on the railways? 
 
On the 1891 census, Job, now aged 71, is still listed as a farmer, living with his wife Martha, 
youngest son George and his wife and 1yr old granddaughter, in Bath Road, Chapmanslade 
(the old road from Dead Maids cross). Job only has one arm – maybe due to a farming 
accident, which was not uncommon in those days, and Martha is listed as being blind. Job 
died in 1894, and Martha in 1901. No headstone can be found, but perhaps both are buried in 
the church graveyard? Records are not readily available but will be checked at a later date. 
 
Also on the 1891 census, Harriet’s younger brother, James, aged 31, is listed as a farmer 
living at Barters Farm with his wife Annie, aged 28. 
 
A headstone for James and Annie is in the graveyard of St. Philip and St. James.  

James Sims 1859-1918 St. Philip and St. James Church, Chapmanslade 
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Interestingly, the following words are inscribed on the base of James’ headstone, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After all these years it can only be conjecture, but it would seem feasible that James, 
as churchwarden, arranged a faculty for Harriet’s plaque to be put on the north wall of 
the church he loved to serve, as a permanent remembrance of his long lost sister, who 
had died so tragically, so far away, having no grave other than the cold waters of Lake 
Michigan. 
 
Note: A faculty is a permissive right to undertake works to a church building or its contents. It is the 
duty of the minister and churchwardens to obtain a faculty before carrying out any alterations. At a later 
date we hope to find the faculty for Harriet’s plaque at the Wiltshire & Swindon History Centre.  
 
 
 

In conclusion, in writing this article, much has been uncovered about the accidental 
drowning of Harriet Sims, and the plaque that sits in St. Philip and St. James Church, 

Chapmanslade. We also pieced together some of the Sims family history. But as is 
often the case, the more that is found out, the more that remains unanswered. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Another piece of local history concerning the Sims family can be found in A History of 
Chapmanslade, published in 2019 by the Chapmanslade History Group. 
 

Extract from ‘A History of Chapmanslade’, p67, Chapter 13, Education 
 

Schooldays - Alfred Minty Remembers 
From a recording made just before he died in 1985 

I started school in 1902 at 3 years old and learned knitting, fraying out, writing, drawing and 
scribbling. The rector came to examine the children and I was not yet 4. In the big classroom 
my job was to light the stove with ‘bavin’ from the hurdle maker. There used to be school 
concerts, when some of the farmers would come and sing songs that were over 100 years 
old. I particularly remember Mr Sims as one of them. 
 

 
The Mr. Sims noted above must have been one of Job’s sons, George or James, because 
Job had died in 1894. Perhaps most likely it was James, because as churchwarden, he would 
have been closely associated with the C of E aided Primary School. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thanks to members of the Chapmanslade History Group who helped in the production of this article, in 
particular, Jenny Gafney and Rita Anderson for research into the Sims family, and Linda Rose for 
internet research into the accident and Essays on the Great Lakes. 

FOR 29 YEARS HE WAS CHURCHWARDEN OF 
THIS CHURCH WHICH HE LOVED TO SERVE 

	


