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HMS Detroit gone for good

Gary Rennie
September 04, 2008

AMHERSTBURG -- The 25-year-old dream of a replica 19th century warship based in historic Amherstburg luring tourists, offering sunset cruises and sailing lessons to youngsters is finally dead.

The replica hull of the HMS Detroit was towed Wednesday from its longtime LaSalle berth at Dean Construction and is now headed to Rhode Island.

Amherstburg businessman Ryan Deslippe said the US$339,000 sale to Tall Ships Rhode Island formally closed Aug. 25 - almost exactly six years after the christening of the HMS Detroit on Aug. 24, 2002.

Tall Ships Rhode Island assumed all costs of arranging for a Toronto-based tugboat to tow it through the Great Lakes to its new home, said Deslippe.

By today, the hull will likely be on Lake Ontario, still days to go to reach its destination.

More than $1.5 million of federal, municipal, corporate and community donations went into the HMS Detroit project over its quarter-century history. Town council is still waiting for a report from its lawyer on whether anything can be recouped from its $710,000 municipal grant to the tall ship project in 2001, said administrator Pam Malott. Mayor Wayne Hurst couldn't be reached for comment.

Deslippe and business partner Bob Sicolo came to the rescue of HMS Detroit with loans three years ago when more than $300,000 was still owed to Hike Metal Products of Wheatley, which built the steel hull for about $1.2 million.

"We believed in the project," said Deslippe, He was convinced then the tall ship, once completed, would be a major tourist attraction. "I tried to do something good for the community."

Every conceivable idea for raising money to complete the project was canvassed in the past three years but nothing worked, said Deslippe. An estimateed $4 million to $5 million was needed to complete the ship and build a permanent berth.

In a strange twist of history, the hull will be finished, renamed and used to commemorate U.S. maritime history -in particular the exploits of Oliver Perry, who led the small U.S. fleet on Lake Erie in the War of 1812 and captured the original HMS Detroit. Perry was educated in Newport and is buried there.

Deslippe and Sicolo held a chattel mortgage on the steel vessel to secure their loans. After three years of non-payment and no prospect of money being raised, Deslippe began looking for potential buyers for the hull. The scrap value was likely only about $100,000 because of the cost of cutting it up, he said. 

Even after recouping US$339,000 from the sale of the hull, Deslippe said he and Sicolo will have major losses from their involvement in the HMS Detroit project. He wouldn't disclose the exact amount.

Deslippe said one of the reasons for picking the offer from the Rhode Island was their ability to raise the money to complete the vessel.

Deslippe believed the HMS Detroit's non-profit board and former executive director Vicky Bondy long ago ceased to meet.

"It just kind of unravelled," said Deslippe. "Everybody resigned (from the board)."

Deslippe offered to provide the town with any information needed about the sale of the hull. "There is absolutely nothing to hide," he said.

Deslippe said he saw little point in going to ask council for money to forestall the sale of the hull. When the $710,000 grant was made in 2001, council made it clear no further public money would be given, Deslippe said. The $710,000 was paid directly to Hike to ensure completion of the hull.

With powerful patrons like then-MPs Susan Whelan and Herb Gray, the project also got a $700,000 federal grant in 1998. Whelan even christened the ship and was its official "godmother." But the federal grant was scaled back to $537,000 after the HMS Detroit's many failures to meet grant conditions and deadlines.

Much of the grant money was eaten up in salaries of paid staff who took over from the all-volunteer group led for more than a decade by retired car dealer Murray Kennedy.

Dean Construction's Mark Dean said his company was never paid for more than four years of storage for the hull. The cost was donated to the project, he said.

Dean said all the paperwork and insurance appeared in order when their company released the hull to the tug on Wednesdays.

