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Introduction



Methoughts I saw a thousand fearful wrecks; / Ten thousand men that fishes gnaw’d upon; Wedges of gold, great anchors, heaps of pearl, / Inestimable stones, unvalu’d jewels, All scatter’d in the bottom of the sea. / Some lay in dead men’s skulls, and in the holes / Where eyes did once inhabit, there were crept – / As ’twere in scorn of eyes – reflecting gems, / That woo’d the slimy bottom of the deep, / And mock’d the dead bones that lay scatter’d by.


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE – CLARENCE’S DREAM, RICHARD III ACT I: SCENE IV


In December 1799 an American ship was wrecked on the sandbanks that lie between the mouth of the River Mersey and the Irish Channel. The crew clung to the remains of their vessel, but there was only enough room for two of the eleven survivors to perch on the wreckage that was clear of the water. The two men who chose the exalted positions were the ship’s master and the only paying passenger. The rest of the crew did as best they could in the semi-submerged wreck, and the single black sailor aboard was forced to wait for rescue with only his head exposed. Fortunately rescue soon came, as their distress signal had been seen from nearby Hillberry Island. By the time that they were rescued, however, 23 hours after their ship had sunk, only nine remained alive. One account tells how the master and the paying passenger, both strong and healthy men and the only two men not submerged, had managed to grab hold of a keg of cherry brandy as the ship sank. The keg still contained the brandy-infused cherries which the two men promptly devoured. Both dropped dead within an hour or two.


The Enduring Fascination of Shipwrecks


That this story has survived is indicative of our longstanding fascination with shipwrecks. For contemporary sailors, the death of the two men was easily explained: their intoxication clearly hastened their death. Spirits, many sailors believed, fortified the body against the effects of heat, moisture and fatigue, but was always hurtful in severe and continued cold. Sailors also believed that wet clothes helped stave off thirst. On one hand, then, the story confirmed the sailors’ traditional beliefs and was retained and retold as proof. On the other, it served a much wider purpose as an allegorical story illustrating the evils of drink: it is exactly the kind of shipwreck story that so pleased a mid-Victorian audience high on the benefits of temperance. There are also echoes in the narrative of darker themes of racial prejudice and the privileges of wealth, which would further have encouraged its retelling. Still further, the original story fired a young doctor named James Curry with enthusiasm, for he fervently believed that the cherries had no bearing on either of the men’s deaths. He determined to prove scientifically that shipwrecked sailors in wet weather and cold climates were better advised to stay submerged in salt water than to risk exposure in clothes drenched by fresh water. He published his detailed experiments in which he made a number of unfortunate young men endure freezing temperatures in various states of dress and for lengthy periods of time in the Transactions of the Royal Society of London in 1792. It makes extraordinary reading.


This single and relatively uneventful shipwreck therefore appealed greatly to a wide range of people for a number of unrelated reasons, and therein lies our timeless fascination with shipwreck, a fascination that has readily been met by authors, artists, historians and archaeologists for generations. It has been remarkably difficult, therefore, to select the shipwrecks for this book, quite simply because there are so many of significance to chose from. Nevertheless, I believed that there were some important requirements that had to be met. Iconic shipwrecks such as the Mary Rose and Titanic needed inclusion, but at the same time it was important to include less well known but equally significant wrecks, such as that of the Wilhelm Gustloff. Largely unknown outside the confines of maritime history, the Wilhelm Gustloff is by some margin the worst disaster in maritime history; almost six times more people died on the Gustloff than on the Titanic.


It was also important to provide both an even geographical and chronological coverage for periods that are traditionally lopsided, such as the Dark Ages. While many will have heard of the discovery of Viking ships, very few indeed know anything of the explosion of seafaring that was underway at the same time in Southeast Asia, and only recently is maritime archaeology beginning to answer so many of our questions for that period. Otherwise, I have been careful to include merchantmen, pirates and warships; ships and submarines; ships that were sunk through human folly, and ships that were sunk through warfare; individual wrecks and mass wrecks such as those at Scapa Flow, where 72 ships of the German High Seas Fleet were scuttled in the twilight of the First World War. In every case, however, the wrecks have been included because they say something important about global, rather than purely maritime, history. The Skuldelev ships, for example, are more than just a collection of Viking ships; their discovery revolutionized the way we understand the development of northern Europe itself under the Vikings. Similarly, the magnificent wreck of the Vasa is a powerful reminder of the importance of Baltic seapower in the development of early modern Europe, all too often overlooked by history. The Indianapolis, wrecked at the very end of the Second World War, is usually remembered for the hundreds of men taken by sharks as they drifted across the Pacific, but her story is intricately linked with the explosion of the first-ever atomic bomb. Finally, the sinking of the Russian submarine Kursk in 2000 says as much about the decline of post-Soviet Russia and international relations after the Cold War as it does about the deaths of her brave crew.


As with all shipwrecks, therefore, it is possible and rewarding to appreciate them on many different levels. Most obviously, tales of shipwreck are attractive as straightforward descriptions of human tragedy, in which heroism, sacrifice and villainy all bubble to the surface in conditions of extreme physical and emotional suffering. Humans are unable to survive for long in open water. They cannot drink seawater and quickly begin to suffer from hypothermia and cramp. Struggling to stay afloat, they make easy targets for sea creatures. Accounts litter the history of seafaring of attacks from fish, sharks, jellyfish, octopus and seals; even tiny crabs work their way into open wounds and salt-water ulcers. Often forgotten, the danger from seabirds is also very real. A prolonged attack will force the swimmer to tire quickly and raising his arms in defence of his head and eyes will cause him to sink. Extended exposure in the sun without sustenance can lead to hallucinations. Feelings of panic, despair, forgetfulness and humiliation are all common to sufferers of shipwreck who have been reduced to their most basic instincts for survival. Almost all suffer from shock in some form.


Large ships create a dangerous suction when they submerge and they can pull survivors down with them, even forcing them back into the hull as water pours into every vacant chamber. Those left on the surface are then vulnerable to items resurfacing at speed, often in air bubbles, as they free themselves from the stricken ship. Cut feet and broken ankles are common injuries in this scenario. Survivors who fall to leeward of the stricken ship are often crushed by the hull as, driven by the wind or current, the ship can move more quickly to leeward than it is possible to swim. Those who make it to shore are still vulnerable if there is breaking surf and strong tidal surges near the shore. These facts are as true now as they were for the very first seafarers.


However, regardless of the form a shipwreck story takes, whether it concentrates on human suffering or not, the need for authenticity in its depiction remains central to its success. In 1762 William Falconer, himself the survivor of the wreck of the merchantman Britannia, published his poem ‘The Shipwreck’:




‘Again she plunges! Hark! A second shock


Bilges the splitting vessel on the rock


Down on the vale of death, with dismal cries


The fated victims cast their shuddering eyes


In wild despair; while yet another stroke


With strong convulsions rends the solid oak.’





It is not the work of a literary genius, but nevertheless, it was riddled throughout with maritime terms and bruising descriptions which lent an authenticity to the poem. Moreover, Falconer actually died only seven years later in another shipwreck, when the Aurora was lost with all hands, and his death only raised his profile further; this was a man who knew his subject: how much closer could one get to a shipwreck than reading the words of a man who had been wrecked twice, and had even died in a wreck? By 1830, 24 editions of his poem had been published.


Indeed, public desire to get as close as possible to the experience of shipwreck from the safety of a comfortable chair explains in large part the phenomenal success of James Cameron’s 1997 film Titanic, which grossed more at the box office than any other film in history. Its success owed much to the realism of the shipwreck scenes, filmed in a specially designed tank, 27 metres (90 ft) deep, 244 metres (800 ft) wide, and containing 17 million gallons of water, into which the film-makers sank a 90 percent scale model of the Titanic, built from the original Harland & Wolff blueprints.


Such commercial profiteering from shipwreck has a long and illustrious heritage which is little known. As early as 1781, the artist Philippe de Loutherbourg (1740–1812), responsible for some of the most sensationalist depictions of life at sea ever painted, opened his fantastical Eidophusikon, a sort of mechanized theatre, which through the use of magic lantern slides, silk filters, clockwork automata and other devices, achieved an unprecedented realism in its depiction of shipwreck and natural phenomena. One of its greatest successes was a rendition of the 1786 sinking of the Halsewell. Much like Cameron’s film Titanic, more than two centuries later, Loutherbourg’s Halsewell was promoted and celebrated as a more accurate and more realistic depiction of shipwreck than had ever before been created. There was certainly a long and impressive heritage of shipwreck art upon which it drew. Tintoretto’s St Mark Rescuing the Saracen (1562) is perhaps the first image of a shipwreck where the vast terror of the sea is at all realized and Brueghel’s famous Storm at Sea (1568–9) is one of the earliest attempts to render the heaving of the deep.


Long after the success of Loutherbourg’s Eidophusikon had been celebrated, the depiction of shipwreck remained an attractive challenge for generations of artists. Joseph Vernet (1714–89) and J.M.W. Turner (1775–1851) took it to a new level at the turn of the century, and are reputed to have passed though storms on ships and insisted on being tied to the mast. In the words of Vernet, this allowed him ‘the better to contemplate and study the imposing majesty of the turmoil of the elements’. Turner’s resulting The Shipwreck: Fishing Boats Endeavouring to Rescue the Crew of 1805 is considered to be one of the best depictions of the sea in a storm that had, by then, ever been painted.


Courage and Cowardice In Extremis



Shipwrecks can also be read as sophisticated allegories of contemporary issues in which the sinking itself and the death of those aboard are laden with symbolism and significance that extend far beyond the basic facts. One of the most powerful examples comes from the wreck of the Droits de l’Homme (The Rights of Man), a French warship that sank in January 1797, in the tumultuous wake of the French Revolution. The sinking of a ship bearing that name was itself significant to those who were critical of the Revolution, but the details of her sinking made the tale even more powerful as the notion of the Rights of Man directly affected the outcome of the wreck: when the largest lifeboat was launched, attempts by the officers to restore order failed hopelessly and over 120 men leapt into the boat, which immediately capsized.


In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, shipwreck came to the forefront of the national consciousness for similar reasons. In February 1852 the troopship HMS Birkenhead foundered on her way to South Africa with over 600 men, women and children aboard. There were insufficient lifeboats and precious little time; the Birkenhead was made of iron and she was sinking very quickly. The newspapers recorded how the British soldiers stood calmly in rank as the ship sank under them, while the women and children were saved. It came to be one of the most enduring stories of Victorian military heroism, and it is even believed that Kaiser Wilhelm II had the story read to his troops during the First World War as an example of manly courage. For the British, however, it demonstrated much more than mere manly courage; it demonstrated British courage. An excerpt from a typical poem from the period runs:




‘I’ve an English ship and an English crew who’ve always pulled together


Who to each other have been true in fair and stormy weather


Their duty they will not shrink from, now that they know the worst


So lower the boats – but remember lads, the women and children first.’





If one reads almost any of the accounts of the wreck of the Titanic in 1912, one is left with a similar impression; the saving of the women and the children was a central part in the drama of the ship sinking. Stories such as these were seized upon as examples of manly courage; of gentlemanly, British and Christian behaviour. Examples of foreigners panicking in similar situations were equally popular. Indeed, one is led to believe from contemporary reports that anyone not British or Christian was not to be trusted in such situations, and that the French were particularly poorly behaved. Lascars, Italians and blacks were also renowned in the British psyche as being less than useless in a shipwreck.


In reality of course the truth was nowhere near so stark. If one digs a little deeper into the stories of the Birkenhead and the Titanic, for example, it is clear that the men of the Birkenhead were coerced into remaining in line; their immobility was not a spontaneous act by any means. At least one account of the sinking of the Titanic acknowledged that in isolated cases ‘a man here or there momentarily lost his self-command’. The ‘rule’ of women and children first was also open to a fair degree of interpretation and in most instances it actually meant the captain’s family, followed by ladies, followed by white Christian women and children, and then the rest. In the instances where such a division between men and women seems to have been attempted, it is equally clear that the women being forced to evacuate were not all willing to leave their partners so meekly in the face of death. In reality the victims were all exposed to extreme emotional stress and distress, often in a maelstrom of natural forces in which rational thought made way for instinctive and desperate response.


Nevertheless, these issues dominated the re-telling of the Droits de L’Homme, Birkenhead and Titanic stories, and they are fine examples of how issues concerning politics, race, gender, nationality and class dominated the years in which they sank. But such interpretation is not an isolated phenomenon restricted to those years. Shipwrecks have long been adopted as an important symbol of political, social or religious insecurity and upheaval, and in the same way the very opposite of a wreck – a fully functioning ship – is a long-established symbol of faith and security. Noah’s Ark is perhaps the most famous, and also the oldest, example. Consider also the story of Simonides, by the ancient Greek poet Phaedrus. Caught in a raging storm, Simonides’ fellow passengers sought to rescue their worldly goods, but Simonides abandoned ship, and left everything behind. Once on shore, his greedy shipmates were robbed by pirates of all they had laboriously saved, while Simonides was loaded with clothes and money by someone who loved his poetry. The Romans were particularly obsessed with shipwreck tales, since death by drowning was considered especially disagreeable, because it robbed a man of the due rites of burial and the pious tendance of his grave by surviving relatives. It also augmented his sufferings in the afterlife – the drowned were forced to wait 100 years on the riverbank before Charon would row them across the River Styx.


Acts of God and Human Error


So often with shipwrecks, however, it is the story of the wrecking itself that is as alluring as the human response to it. How did the Mary Rose, the pride of Henry VIII’s fleet, the pride of the navy, the pride of Britain, one of the most powerful weapons and most prestigious symbols in the realm, with an excellent sailing record in the 35 years since she had been launched, manage to sink within sight of land in the calm waters of the Solent? How did the Vasa, the flagship of King Gustavus II Adolphus of Sweden (r. 1617–32) meet the same fate, this time on her maiden voyage in 1628? What was the sequence of events, apparently so random but in fact intricately connected, that led the Titanic, a ship which the press claimed was ‘unsinkable’, to sink with appalling loss of life? Why was the Lusitania full of civilians in 1915 when clear warnings had been given by both the British and American governments that the Germans were preparing to launch a campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare against all shipping in the war zone?


There are of course many reasons – far more than one might assume – for a ship to be wrecked. Wrecks were often, apparently, caused by simple things. A ship, for example, strikes an uncharted rock, or in the case of the Batavia, a Dutch ship wrecked off the coast of Western Australia in 1629, the crew mistakes surf on a reef for the shine of the moon. But in reality very few can be explained simply. One can say, for example, that the Titanic struck an iceberg, but what was it doing in an area populated by icebergs? Why was the iceberg not avoided? Why did just one collision with an iceberg sink such an enormous ship and why did so few survive? A similar example comes from the wreck of the Wager in 1740. Her mizzen mast broke and she was driven ashore. But what was she doing so close to land in the first place, and why did she have no carpenter on board to provide some temporary support to the mast and allow the ship to work her way to windward and to safety?


To some ancient mariners, such detailed questions, now the lifeblood of modern research, would seem a complete waste of time. For those early seafarers, it was easy to believe that before their time, man confined himself to his proper element – the Earth. Neptune’s realm was sacred, and to trespass on it was to invoke many evils. The course of a ship over the waves was not only an insult to the outraged sea god, but the furrow driven by the keel and the strokes of the oar blades caused him physical discomfort. Moreover, in ancient times the two reasons for going to sea – war and trade – were both manifestations of human greed: it must not be forgotten that for the Ancient Greeks the first of all voyages was made aboard the Argo, to seize the Golden Fleece. Divine retribution was only to be expected.


Cynical modern research offers a different view, but one which is equally entertaining. In place of sea monsters and sea gods we have whales, whirlpools, freak waves and tornados. We have drunk captains and crews, incompetent shipwrights and engineers. We have cannon balls, exploding shells, torpedoes, mines and missiles. The infamous wreckers who lured innocent ships onto rocky coasts are perhaps more myth than reality, but in some cases – in Cornwall in particular – there is some scattered evidence for wrecking.


Archaeology and Exploitation


Fortunately, modern science now allows us to investigate the wrecks themselves and ascertain how some of these ships, whose fate is unknown, actually sank. We can also discover far more about these ships than the reason for their sinking. If the underwater conditions are right, ideally with no daylight and in deep water where the temperature is cold and marine animals find it hard to live, wrecks from hundreds if not thousands of years ago can survive in beautiful condition. In shallow and warm water, a wreck buried in mud can also contain human and plant remains; even clothes can survive.


In poorer environmental conditions other items remain almost unaffected. Stone and precious stones are imperceptibly affected by generations on the seabed. Gold, silver, mercury and platinum are also unblemished. It is impossible to consider all of the extraordinary revelations made by scientific analysis of shipwreck artefacts, but one example makes the point very well. The Ulu Burun wreck, which sank off Turkey during the late Bronze Age – that is three and a half thousand years ago – has recently revealed that part of its cargo was made up of pomegranates, whose juice was used as a highly sought-after source of perfume. Terebinth resin and coriander seeds, both aromatics, were also part of the cargo. Such a collection of plant remains from the Bronze Age is unique.


Wrecks, therefore, can be time capsules, and are rare indeed as an archaeological site. The great tombs of the pharaohs buried deep in the Egyptian earth were sealed, and those that were best hidden remained that way until they were discovered by modern archaeologists. But those tombs, fascinating as they are, captured the life and death of the high-born. The ship, however, is full of the day-to-day goods of people from all social strata, and the majority of ships wrecked enjoyed a long life before their final demise. Indeed the only archaeological site comparable with a well-preserved and undisturbed shipwreck is that of Pompeii, where in AD 79 a town full of men, women, children, merchants, slaves, politicians, soldiers and sailors was smothered in an instant by the eruption of Vesuvius.


On land there are few sites to rival Pompeii, but at sea there is no limit. We know of some stunning examples: the Mary Rose, Vasa, Titanic and the Hunley are the best known, but these have been produced by a discipline that is only recently 50 years old: the aqualung was only invented in 1943 and the first proper underwater excavation undertaken in 1960. There are thousands, if not hundreds of thousands more wrecks to find. There is indirect evidence that humans have been travelling at sea for at least 60,000 years and a vast number of the millions of craft that have been built were wrecked. In the Mediterranean in 1992, 1189 wrecks pre-dating 1500 were known. Since then hundreds more have been found. It is no fantastical claim that the seafloor of the Mediterranean is the last great repository of works of art from classical antiquity. In other vast areas of great maritime activity like the Indian Ocean, maritime archaeology is still in its infancy and only a tiny fraction of the real amount of wrecks is known. We have hardly begun looking in places like the Black Sea where environmental conditions for survival are perfect, but whose waters are deep.


All is not rosy, however. The wrecks in deep water are largely free from interference, but those in shallow water have little protection from sport divers, dredging, the laying of oil pipes and breakwaters, and the cables of fishing nets that drag along the seafloor, cutting everything in their path. This is particularly problematic as fish congregate over wrecks; indeed hulks are now sunk deliberately to attract fish and thus provide a focus for sport divers. The fact that marble, bronze, precious stones, silver and gold all survive underwater also lures treasure hunters to wreck sites, some of whom have little or no archaeological training, and material precious to the historian and archaeologist is destroyed or removed from its original context in the search for booty. Such treasure hunting is not a fantastic dream, but a stark reality.


The stakes are astonishingly high and for many the motivation desperate. In most cases in the search for treasure ships, vast sums of money are raised to equip an expedition with the necessary equipment and expertise to locate, excavate and raise a sunken cargo. Every failed dive or blank survey result merely encourages the hunters further, for it is simply proof that they must look elsewhere, and must raise the money for one more expedition. It is in every case much like a gambling addiction: if you lose, then double the stakes, for the next horse is bound to come in. But if indeed there is success, then the rewards are quite astounding. Boxes full of emeralds the size of golf balls; handfuls of pearls; chests of money; bars of gold scattered on the seafloor like so many bricks from a derelict wall. The most famous of all such wrecks, that of the Atocha, a Spanish ship laden with treasure from South America that sank in 1622 off the Florida Keys, made her discoverer, Mel Fisher, a retired chicken farmer from California, an estimated $50 million.


It is more than a little surprising that such ransacking of the world’s historical treasure is tolerated, for on land it most certainly is not: the days of grave robbers looting the Valley of the Kings is long gone, and one would be arrested for approaching Stonehenge with anything resembling a spade. But at sea only a tiny percentage of these wrecks are protected and there is no international agreement on how, if at all, such protection should be imposed or policed. Some sunken warships are designated as war graves, but this courtesy is not extended to the thousands of merchantmen sunk in combat. Some high-profile ships such as the Titanic and the Estonia are subject to multilateral conventions to protect them, but they are not signed by all significant maritime powers. Russia, for example, has not signed the agreement to protect the Titanic, and Russian submarines make regular tourist trips to her wreck site, with inevitable consequences for the sustainability of the wreck.


The question of who owns a salvaged wreck is equally complicated. The salvor claims a percentage of the value from the owner, but one must first identify the owner. Moreover, one must distinguish between the ownership of the ship and its cargo. In some cases it is fairly straightforward, particularly so with warships as their cargo and the ship itself is usually owned by the nation in question. Merchant ships are more complex as, in the case of East Indiamen, the ships were usually owned by a syndicate of financiers, and the cargo by the East India Company. Valuable cargos, moreover, were usually insured, and if any insurance claim had been paid out, then the ownership passed on to the insurance company.


The provenance of the cargo itself is also potentially problematic. The wreck of the French warship L’Orient is a case in point. In 1798, Napoleon’s armies rampaged across Europe, and Napoleon had his sights set on the conquest of Egypt. On the way there, his warships stopped off at Malta, a fortress island run privately and independently by the Knights of St John since 1530. The riches of Malta were renowned, but heavily protected, not least by the Maltese navy, a powerful fleet of galleys that patrolled the straits between Malta and North Africa, keeping the seas clean of Barbary pirates in the name of Christendom. Napoleon arrived in force and begged an audience with the Knights. He was admitted into the hallowed confines of the magnificent harbour of Valletta, when he promptly turned the guns of his fleet onto the fortress. The Maltese had no choice but to surrender, and the island fell. It is rumoured that Napoleon then loaded the riches of Malta onto his flagship L’Orient and set off for Egypt, but on 1 August at Aboukir Bay, off the mouth of the Nile, he was caught by Nelson. In one of the most stunning victories in the Age of Sail, the French fleet was annihilated, and the L’Orient blew up. Salvors have hunted for her remains ever since, and artefacts began to be recovered in the 1980s. But who owns her cargo? It is a French ship, in Egyptian territorial waters, with a looted Maltese cargo, that is claimed by its modern salvor: it is no surprise that such salvage operations stagnate for years in court and in many cases the salvage is simply abandoned.


Wreck Hotspots


The international nature of shipwrecks and the potential value of their salvaged cargo will always complicate the question of salvage, but it is certain that such cases will only become more frequent in the future, for not only do we now have the ability to see further and with more accuracy underwater than ever before, we can even search remotely underneath the seabed for signs of wrecks. Advances in historical research have also given us a much better idea of where to look, which has in turn been made possible by our increasing knowledge of historic and hazardous shipping routes.


Everyone has heard of the horrors of Cape Horn, where the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans meet in a maelstrom of freezing wind that can blow a ship over, waves that can hide the sun, and currents that can drag a ship with irresistible force to a fate unknown. But less well known is the mistral of Provence, a sudden blast of freezing air channelled from the Massif Central through the Rhône Gap and into the Mediterranean. Similar phenomena are the tramatona of Liguria, when the wind comes from the Alps, or the bora of the Dalmatian coast. Indeed, in some parts of the Mediterranean in winter it is not unheard of for the wind to blow from several directions at once. The Bahamas are also renowned for sudden and violent storms that rise as quickly as they disappear. Fog plagues the coasts of Nova Scotia, San Francisco and Brittany. Low-lying islands in well-travelled trade routes, such as the Isles of Scilly in the mouth of the English Channel, or the Comoros Islands, which lie in the middle of the Mozambique Channel, are both a navigational hazard and a lair for pirates. Narrow straits such as the Bosphorus in Turkey, the Straits of Gibraltar or the Straits of Hormuz that guard the entrance to the Persian Gulf, are renowned for strong currents, and shipping can easily be targeted in these locations from fortified shore positions. Other areas are plagued by ever-shifting sand banks such as the Goodwin Sands off the Kent coast, or the mud banks in the mouth of the Ganges that make access by ship to Calcutta something of a lottery. Ports that are steeped in history inevitably have more than their fair share of shipwrecks. What, we must wonder, would the landscape look like if we could for a brief few hours drain the harbours and outlying waters of ports such as Havana, Vera Cruz, Lisbon or Cadiz?


These ‘hotspots’ for wrecks might seem quite specific, but in practice they are simply a starting point. The sheer scale of the seafloor is bewildering, and anyone who has dived, or even snorkled over a wreck or a specific area of reef in open sea will know how difficult it can be to find the same spot the next day. To know, therefore, that a ship went down ‘off the Florida Keys’ is almost meaningless in terms of finding a wreck unless one can narrow it down further. This is where the hours of historical research come in for anyone seeking to find a specific wreck.


We are fortunate in Britain that so much survives in the pages of Lloyd’s List, a shipping newspaper published regularly since 1734. In Britain the National Archives contain thousands of original ships’ logs, and in many cases these are augmented by official enquiries into the loss of a ship or the minutes of courts martial of the captain, officers or members of the crew. In Britain much of this is meticulously catalogued, but archives elsewhere are not so accessible, nor are they so complete. The terrible 1755 earthquake and ensuing fire in Lisbon, for example, destroyed large quantities of records concerning the growth of Iberian seafaring from the 15th century onwards. In addition to these ‘official’ sources, there are newspaper reports and letters from survivors, some of whom wrote substantial narratives of their experience. There are also ship plans and contemporary charts that provide clues about shipwrecks. No one, however, knows more about the location of wrecks than local fishermen. The sponge and pearl divers who actually spend a great deal of time on the seabed itself know more than anyone. Hundreds of wrecks, particularly in the Mediterranean, have been found by plying these men with local brandy until their tongues loosen.


Given a particular area within which to search, modern equipment can measure changes in magnetic resistivity, which identifies large objects made of iron such as anchors and cannon. Echo sounders and side-scan sonars can measure undulations in the height of the seabed to indicate the presence of a wreck, and sub-bottom profilers can locate buried objects. Those locations can then be fixed by satellite anywhere in the world.


Once the wrecks have been located, the ponderous wheels of academia begin to roll; the remains can then be excavated, analysed and conserved for future generations to enjoy. Hulls and rigging can be rebuilt using ancient techniques, and ultimately the magic of modern technology and research can combine to re-create these vessels as replicas of varying shades of authenticity. If one stops to appreciate what can be done, it is indeed remarkable that we can now sail an almost exact replica of the Kyrenia ship, a ship that was built before Alexander the Great was born. Therein lies the true value of the story of shipwrecks. It is easy to think of that story as one of failure; of bad design and construction, of poor seamanship and incompetence. But in reality its message is far more hopeful and reassuring: it is a story of enterprise and calculated risk. The shipwrecks are the inevitable wastage of creation; they are the chips of wood and discarded timbers that lie on the shipwright’s floor under the hull of a beautifully crafted vessel. To immerse oneself in the story of shipwrecks, then, is to appreciate the continuing story of seafaring, and to bask in the warm glow of human achievement.







[image: ]


Ancient and Dark Age Wrecks


We know surprisingly little about ancient shipwrecks. Because of the rarity of written sources from this period, our knowledge of ancient wrecks relies heavily upon archaeology, and yet we are not fortunate enough to have discovered well-preserved and informative wrecks from every significant age of seafaring, and from every significant seafaring nation.


It may seem surprising to those who have seen images of modern reconstructions of Greek and Roman galleys, but we have not yet discovered the remains of any Roman or Greek warships. In fact only one bit of one Greek warship has been found – a cast-bronze ram, known as the Athlit ram, which probably came from a four-banked Cypriot warship around 204–164 BC. From the shape, dimensions and fixing points of this ram we have been able to recreate an approximation of how the bow section of a Greek warship may have appeared, and we can deduce some things about the way that the ram was attached to the hull, but beyond that we know very little indeed about Roman and Greek warships from their physical remains.


Similarly, it is not widely known that modern archaeologists have only ever identified with certainty the wrecked remains of one large ‘Viking’ warship of the type that transported warriors on raiding parties around northern Europe for 300 years from the ninth century, and that ship, known as Skuldelev 2, actually appears to have been built in the British Isles, probably in Dublin. Those ‘Viking’ ships that are best known come from rich boat-burials such as Gokstad and Oseberg in Norway, and they are more akin to ornate funerary barges or royal yachts loaded with archaic features, than actual warships with the working fixtures and fittings of a mobile invasion force. The Vikings were also frequently opposed on their raiding parties, particularly by the navy of the early Anglo-Saxon kings of England, and yet we have no physical evidence at all of other European warship types of the same period.


Almost everything we do know about vessels whose physical remains have not been discovered comes from carvings in stone or wood, depictions on pottery, or descriptions in contemporary texts. Those illustrations, however, are often vague, contradictory and could easily have been made by artists with little or no knowledge of ships or shipping. Even if one can determine the age of the vessel depicted it is then difficult to determine if the ship depicted was contemporary with the artist, or, indeed, if he was depicting an old type of ship, or even an imaginary one. For some ancient seafaring cultures, we do not even enjoy the luxury of such difficulties.


There are, therefore, significant gaps within the framework of our archaeological knowledge of shipwrecks, but that framework itself provides a purely arbitrary starting-point. The earliest known shipwreck is the Ulu Burun wreck, from the south coast of Turkey, which dates from 1400 BC, but we know that the first migrations were made between Southeast Asia and Australia in 50,000 BC. Our patchy knowledge of shipwrecks is limited to only the most recent 3408 years of humankind’s 50,000-year heritage of seafaring – that is a fraction over 6.8 percent.


Nevertheless, a number of threads unite seafarers even now with the most ancient in man’s history; possibly even, with Homo erectus, the ancestor of modern man, who modern scholars now believe may even have ventured to sea as early as 200,000 years ago. Seagoing craft sink because they are poorly designed or because they become damaged through storm, warfare, collision or other accident. We also know with some confidence that distinctive stretches of coastline would have formed the basis of navigation. One needs only to view the land from the sea a handful of times to realize how distinctive the coastline can be, and where no distinctive landmarks existed, they were constructed from the earliest of times, and entered the written record around 300 BC. Not long after, sometime between 283 and 277 BC, the most famous of all ancient landmarks, the Pharos lighthouse, was built on the island that protects Alexandria harbour. From its base to the great statue of Poseidon that some believed adorned its peak, the lighthouse rose over 150 metres (500 ft), one of the largest constructions in the ancient world, only surpassed by the Great Pyramid of Khufu at Giza. Another wonder of the ancient world, the Colossus of Rhodes – a giant statue of the sun god Helios completed in 282 BC – performed a similar function for mariners entering Rhodes’ Mandraki harbour. Lighthouses spread with the geographical reach and engineering genius of the Roman empire and the remains of many litter the most significant headlands of Europe. A partially intact and fine example of a Roman lighthouse can still be seen today at Dover on the south coast of England. Norway’s southern coast boasted a fine collection of Viking seamarks, some of which still survive.


Ancient Methods of Navigation


When in open sea, the sky is full of information useful to mariners. Navigation would have been based on the predictable daily movement of the sun from east to west, and the rising and setting of the stars: once one is oriented and possessed with a desired direction, if not a location, then a voyage becomes possible. Land itself is often signalled by a stationary cloud in an otherwise clear sky, or in a sky where other clouds are moving. In low latitudes the underside of a cloud near land might have a greenish-blue tint, and in high latitudes a light tint. Bird flight at dawn suggests seabirds are flying from their nests to a feeding ground at sea, where they return at dusk. The presence of flies, butterflies, bees and other insects suggests the presence of land, from where they have been blown by the wind. We also know that land-sighting birds were also used for navigation. The earliest description comes from the Bible, in which Noah releases doves to find land. Pigeons were also used, and the Vikings favoured ravens.


The wind itself can suggest land, as in certain latitudes the wind blows from the land at midnight until midday, and then reverses its direction and becomes an offshore breeze. This is caused by changes to the temperature of the sea and land as they are heated up by the sun, and so therefore is normally associated with hot environments such as the Mediterranean summer. In some latitudes at certain times of year, winds are so regular that they even became named after the country from which, or the country to which, they blew. In ancient Greek the word ‘wind’ meant very much the same as ‘direction’. Specific routes and specific winds were therefore well known. Thus Pliny the Elder (23–79), a Roman philosopher, historian and naval commander, defined the French wind called Circius as the one that would blow you from Narbonne (on the south coast of France) across the Ligurian Sea to Ostia (the port at the mouth of the Tiber). Navigation in the lands of these predictable winds was far easier than elsewhere.


Even smell was occasionally useful for navigation. Certain continents carry very noticeable odours which carry for miles at sea; the distinctive smells of peat from Ireland or eucalyptus from Australia are perhaps the best examples of this. The surf pounding on a beach or an offshore reef can be heard for miles at sea. The colour of the sea can also change when land is approached, noticeably lightening as it becomes shallower. A sweet taste or muddy hue of the water suggests a river discharging into the ocean nearby. In northern latitudes seal and sea-lions are only seen close to shore. With the exception of the Sargasso Sea, over 5 million square kilometres (2 million sq mi) of the mid-Atlantic that is covered in huge mats of Sargasso seaweed, driftwood, vegetation, kelp and other flotsam were often taken as indicators of land.
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