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Introduction


To many, the Outer Banks, a thin chain of barrier islands running parallel to the mainland of North Carolina, are synonymous with shipwrecks. Stretching nearly 175 miles south from Virginia to Cape Lookout, they’re the final resting place for more than one thousand ships that wrecked offshore. This book tells the stories behind twenty-five of those wrecks.


The northernmost island, Currituck Banks, runs from the Virginia border to Bodie Island below Nags Head. Next in the chain is Pea Island, running southward to Cape Hatteras and home to North Carolina’s only lifesaving station with an all-black crew. Chicamacomico, one of the original seven lifesaving stations on the Outer Banks built in 1874, stood at the northern end of Kinnakeet Banks, on what is today Hatteras Island.


Of all the places on the Banks, Cape Hatteras is perhaps the most infamous. At the easternmost point of North Carolina, Hatteras looks out over dreaded Diamond Shoals, the heart of what’s known as the “Graveyard of the Atlantic.” Here, the northward thrust of the warm Gulf Stream and the southward push of the cold Labrador Current collide, creating one of the most unpredictable sea routes on the East Coast of North America. Unstable weather patterns, shallow waters, and shifting sandbars mix in a volatile area that has claimed hundreds of ships and lives.


Because the Gulf Stream flows north at about four miles per hour, it was a problem for sailing vessels heading south. Unless there was a strong tail wind, ships could make little headway against the current. Before the advent of steam engines, vessels traveling south on the Gulf Stream route had little choice but to sail beyond the current, far into the Atlantic Ocean, or to sail down a narrow corridor between the Gulf Stream and the shore of the Outer Banks. Hugging the shore was tricky even in favorable winds and usually deadly when combined with stormy winds and high seas.


Steam powered many oceangoing vessels beginning in the mid-1830s, although most also had sails to provide extra power or in case of engine failure. Though steamships were less at the mercy of contrary winds and the push of the Gulf Stream, they suffered from fires and boiler explosions and could be stranded as easily as sailing ships. Turbulent seas frequently extinguished boiler fires aboard foundering vessels, rendering them helpless.


Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, crates, boxes, and barrels of sugar, rum, whisky, gold, and silver, as well as furniture and household goods, continually littered the Banks’ beaches and dunes soon after wrecks, along with the bodies of unfortunate passengers and seamen that the sea had claimed. Local residents combed the beaches for anything they could use. And what they couldn’t use, they traded to people on the mainland or to passing ships. More and more people came to live on the Banks, drawn by the lure of these treasures, which they assumed were theirs for the taking.


A rash of mid-nineteenth century maritime disasters convinced the U.S. Congress to appropriate funds for government-sponsored lifesaving stations. In 1852, it paid for surfboats to be stationed at Wilmington, Ocracoke, and Bodie Islands, to be placed in the custody of the customs revenue collector.


It wasn’t until 1871, following another series of shipwrecks, that Congress funded the Revenue Marine Bureau within the U.S. Treasury Department, giving it responsibility over sea rescues. The new legislation authorized seven lifesaving stations to be built on the Outer Banks in 1874 at Jones Hill, Caffeys Inlet, Kitty Hawk, Nags Head, Bodie Island, Chicamacomico, and Little Kinnakeet.


Improvements in ship safety and the passing of the age of sail helped make major shipwrecks a thing of the past by the close of World War I. Fewer wrecks meant the need for fewer lifesavers, so the U.S. Government merged the Lifesaving Service with the coast guard. And while the new organization would continue to rescue wreck survivors, its members would work more to prevent them in the first place.


This book hopes to provide as realistic an account as possible of some of the most interesting natural shipwrecks along the Outer Banks during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Told in short-story style using vivid descriptions and dialogue, these accounts allow readers to relive the harrowing moments as ships’ crews and passengers struggled against the power of the sea. It’s to all those who lost their lives and now lie at peace in the “Graveyard of the Atlantic” that these stories are dedicated. 
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1

 Horsing Around

ENTERPRIZE—1822

The air had just begun to crisp and the trees showed tinges of orange, rust, and red as fall settled over New England. Men loaded rum, lime, crocks, and lumber into the hold of the schooner Enterprize, docked at Bristol, Rhode Island, during the first days of October, 1822. Its passengers, fifteen in all, made themselves at home in the ship’s tiny cabins as they readied for their long voyage to Charleston, South Carolina. One of them remained on deck directing the loading of a special piece of cargo, his horse.

At last all was ready and the ship got underway, sailing under a cobalt-blue sky with a stiff but fair wind to her back, billowing her sails and pushing the vessel ahead at full speed.

As the Enterprize passed Hampton Roads, Virginia, on October 26, a thick fog settled over the sea. “Steady as she goes,” ordered Captain Ephriam Eldridge to his helmsman. The fog continued through the night. Shortly before dawn the next morning, a severe jolt threw the Enterprize’s passengers and crew out of their hammocks. The schooner had struck a sand bar. Water poured into the hold. Captain Eldridge knew he was somewhere to the north of Cape Hatteras, but he had no idea where or how far his ship was from shore.

“Everyone into the rigging,” he shouted. By this time, the passengers had come up on deck and immediately took to the rigging. The crew followed soon behind as the waves began breaking over the stranded vessel.

“Get down out of the rigging and pump her out,” the captain barked to his crew. “She’s not breaking up, and we still have a chance to get her off this sand bar.” The crewmen scrambled below and began to pump out the hold, but their efforts were fruitless, as the seawater poured in faster than they could pump it out. Suddenly one of them cried, “Fire in the hold!” Somehow the load of lime had caught fire. Now, it seemed the passengers and crew had a choice about how they would die—to drown or be burned to death.

“We must all surely perish,” exclaimed passenger William Gardiner. And in an effort to comfort the others, he said, “The Lord is a prayer hearing and a prayer answering God. I cherish the hope that we should escape. Let us pray.” Many fell to their knees and prayed—something some had never done.

“What if we push the horse over the side?” suggested one of the passengers. “Perhaps if he can reach land, we can, too.” So several passengers went to the horse’s pen, led him to the side and gently pushed him overboard. He hit the water with a splash but seemed to be able to right himself and started for shore. Everyone cheered.

The horse had no trouble reaching land since the ship had run aground so close to shore that he could have almost waded in. When the passengers and crew saw that the horse had made
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it, they immediately scrambled overboard to follow him and saved themselves.

As the sun moved farther up from the horizon, the tide fell, so some tried to offload some of the cargo. Meanwhile, a few passengers had discovered the wheel tracks of a cart in the sand on the beach. They followed the cart tracks and soon met three men on horseback. “Where are we?” one of the passengers asked.

“You’re on Chicamacomico Banks about thirty miles north of Cape Hatteras Lighthouse,” one of the men replied. “How did you get here?”

“Our ship, the Enterprize, ran aground just offshore,” the passenger said, pointing to the stranded vessel.

The men took the survivors to the small village of Chicamacomico to get dry clothes and food. There they made arrangements with Captain Edward Scarborough of Kinnakeet to hire his schooner, the Thomas A. Blount, to take them across the sound to Ocracoke. They left the horse that had led them to safety on Chicamacomico Banks. The survivors boarded the Thomas A. Blount late the next morning. No one expected any trouble during the short trip, but by mid-afternoon the weather changed and the winds increased. As Captain Scarborough tried to keep his vessel on course, a huge wave washed him overboard, never to be seen again.

The horse that led the passengers and crew of the Enterprize to safety was the only one to do so in the history of the Outer Banks.
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 Negligence at Sea

WILLIAM GIBBONS—1836

Steam packet boats began plying the waters along the eastern coast of the United States as early as 1818, offering passenger service between ports. Passengers saw traveling by steamer to be a definite improvement over land travel by stagecoach. Not only was the trip usually smoother and more enjoyable, it took less time. On October 8, 1836, 140 passengers, including thirty-two women and fourteen children, boarded the wooden paddle steamer William Gibbons for a trip on its regularly scheduled run between New York and Charleston, South Carolina.

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, except that the ship had a new captain for this voyage. But just hours before she was ready to set sail, Captain Spinney, her new master, notified the Gibbons’s owners that he had taken ill and couldn’t make the trip. They immediately called upon E. L. Halsey, the ship’s former captain, now retired, to take over. Captain Halsey said he would do it on one condition: He would see to the comfort and care of the passengers if the first mate and navigator could take charge of the ship’s navigation. The owners agreed, because steam packets depended on sailing on schedule.

Captain Halsey had made approximately four hundred trips south along North Carolina’s coast past Cape Hatteras. He knew the route, and the dangers. For the last two years before his retirement earlier that same year, he had captained the William Gibbons on the New York–Charleston run. He decided to call it quits after the Gibbons’s steam chimney, next to which he had been standing warming his feet, suddenly exploded, killing three of his crew and two passengers. Such explosions were a common hazard before the invention of the steam pressure valve.

Halsey fully entrusted the operation of the ship to First Mate Joshua Andrews and his navigator, T. W. Winship. The owners had instructed him to assist the passengers, preside at the dinner table, and to offer any advice the first mate might require. Other than that, Halsey had expected this to be a typically quiet and relaxing voyage.

After steaming out of New York Harbor with the tide at 4:00 p.m., Mr. Andrews headed the William Gibbons south along the coast, maintaining a steady speed of ten miles an hour. By the following evening, the ship stood off the Outer Banks. Stars twinkled in the night sky, but without a moon, visibility was poor. The last lighthouse before Cape Hatteras stood at Cape Henry, so it was impossible for Mr. Andrews or Mr. Winship to see where they were headed. To compensate, they had the leads-man take soundings every fifteen minutes. “Eleven fathoms, sir,” he reported at midnight—just what Winship expected.

At dinner that evening, Captain Halsey sat at the head of the table and chatted amiably with his passengers. Afterward, he retired to the saloon to have a cigar and a glass of port wine with the gentlemen on board. Bidding his good nights, he hastened to the bridge to chat with Mr. Andrews.

By 2:30 a.m., as Halsey was about to make his way down to his cabin, he noticed a light at a distance off the port bow. “That should be Cape Hatteras Light,” he said.

“Yes, sir, I believe it is,” Andrews agreed. Throughout the following hour, Andrews ordered the leadsman to take soundings. The water depth had increased to fifteen fathoms, then to seventeen, and finally to nineteen.

“I definitely see breakers around Diamond Shoals, sir,” said Andrews as he gazed through his spyglass. Halsey took the spyglass to look for himself and agreed.

The leadsman continued to take soundings and an hour and a quarter later reported he couldn’t reach bottom.

“I believe we have passed Diamond Shoals, sir,” said Andrews told Captain Halsey. “I’m changing course to the west and am heading her for Cape Lookout.”

For a while, all went well as the Gibbons sailed through the night. The passengers lay asleep in their cabins until suddenly, at 4:40 a.m., the ship bumped into something, throwing many of them onto the floor. Some of the men ran up on deck to see what had happened. In the meantime, the vessel moved abruptly forward before settling down. By this time, Captain Halsey had appeared on deck. “What’s going on, Mr. Andrews?” he asked.

“I’m not sure, sir, but I think we’ve just hit a sand bar,” replied the confused first mate.

“How could that be, sir? I thought she was headed toward Cape Lookout.”

“I did, but it seems the light we saw wasn’t at Cape Hatteras as I had thought.”

“Blundering fool,” the captain said in disgust. “Reverse engines.” Even though Captain Halsey took control of the ship, it was too late; damage had already been done to the rudder. After repeated efforts to back the ship off the shoal, the Gibbons ran aground once again.

An hour or so later, the sun began to rise above the horizon. Captain Halsey could see people standing on the shore. “Mr. Andrews, take a boat and row ashore to see if there are accommodations of some sort for our passengers,” ordered Halsey.

Andrews took several crewmen and rowed to the beach. “What is this place?” he asked of the bystanders. “And is there a shelter where our passengers might stay until help arrives?”

“This be New Inlet, sir, at the northern end of the Banks,” replied one of the bystanders. “There are two deserted houses over yonder about a mile. And Mr. John Midgett has ample provisions at his place about four miles down the beach.”

Upon returning to the ship and reporting his findings, Captain Halsey immediately ordered the launching of the Gibbons’s other boat. Andrews followed the captain’s orders, taking six to eight passengers with him at a time. He was only able to remove 116 of them before the wind grew stronger and, in combination with high tide, made the sea rough. The remaining passengers, huddled together on the deck, refused to board the boats.

Meanwhile, those who made it ashore found themselves crammed together in the two small abandoned buildings with very little water. Even though John Midgett had supplies, 
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no one had a way to fetch them. And so they remained for three days.

Back on the ship, the remaining passengers and crew struggled to survive a fierce nor’easter that had blown in. By the morning of Tuesday, October 11, some of the crew had discovered the liquor for the bar and helped themselves. First Mate Andrews joined them. Soon they had rifled through every trunk and bag onboard and had stolen the more valuable items. The firemen also sifted through the mail the Gibbons was carrying. Captain Halsey had lost all control of his vessel. All he could do was wait out the storm.

Mr. Andrews and the rest of the drunken crewmen took the other boat and set sail for Elizabeth City, North Carolina, where they tried to sell the jewelry and other valuable items they stole from the passengers. After being arrested, they stood trial in Raleigh. Mr. Andrews received a token fine, which he paid from the money gained from the sale of the stolen goods. The court dismissed the charge against the four firemen.

Meanwhile, Captain Halsey had several crewmen row him and the remaining passengers to shore as soon as the winds had died down. There he arranged passage to Norfolk, Virginia, for the passengers and the remaining crew.

The passengers, who Captain Halsey comforted on the voyage, finally turned against him in the end, accusing him of gross negligence, a charge he overwhelmingly denied. After such a problem-filled voyage, he retired once again and swore he’d never command another ship.
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 Canine to the Rescue

CARROLL—1837

The air was warm but balmy, the sky bright blue on the morning of January 25, 1837, as the crew of the brig Carroll made ready for sail with the tide from New Orleans bound for Baltimore, then farther on to Boston. Captain Mitchell saw to the loading of her cargo of hides, pork, lard, cotton, and castor oil as his dog, Pillow, dozed lazily in the sun.

“Good morning, Captain,” said a robust man carrying a valise. “I’m one of your passengers, Samuel Bangs.”

“Welcome aboard and a fine morning to you, sir,” replied the captain as he turned and shook the man’s hand. “You there, help Mr. Bangs with his belongings,” he ordered one of the crew as two black men carried aboard a heavy trunk. Pillow barked at them and then resumed his nap.

“I’ve been traveling in Mexico for several months and am looking forward to getting home,” said Bangs. “I trust we shall have no problem setting off today?”

“No, sir,” replied the captain. “’Tis a good day for sailing.”

Leaving New Orleans, the Carroll glided down the Mississippi into the Gulf of Mexico, traveling for days with absolutely fine weather. Mr. Bangs and one other passenger chatted for hours about growing up in New England and about the possibility of war breaking out in Mexico. The brig itself hailed from Bangor, Maine. Meanwhile, Pillow, when he wasn’t eating, continued to laze in the warm winter sun.

After rounding Key West, the Carroll entered the Gulf Stream, following its warm currents along the eastern coast of Florida and the coasts of Georgia and South Carolina. The passengers idled away the days by watching dolphins run alongside the ship and spotting flying fish as they leaped from the water. Mr. Bangs often sat on one of the hatch covers and wrote in his journal. The voyage had been uneventful. When he wasn’t dozing on deck, Pillow lay on his master’s bed below deck and slept.

The ship approached Cape Lookout, North Carolina, on the evening of February 8 after sailing for two weeks. As the Carroll’s helmsman steered her northward, a dense fog enveloped her, making visibility poor. Although Captain Mitchell suspected he was close to Lookout Shoals, he had no idea just how close, for the heavy fog obscured the beam from the Cape Lookout Light. At 10:00 p.m., the Carroll struck one of the submerged shoals with a jarring impact, then lurched forward and finally ground to a halt, reeling over on her port side. Members of the crew on deck at the time tumbled head over heels, crashing into the ship’s bulwarks. Mr. Bangs was thrown out of bed. And Pillow, awakened by the jolt, ran up on deck, only to also slide toward the bulwarks.

Then the Carroll began to slide over the bar and drifted into deep water. Several crew members quickly ran below to check for leakage. “She’s still solid, Cap’n,” one of them reported.

“Helmsman, steady as she goes,” ordered Captain Mitchell.

“Captain, sir, the wheel isn’t responding,” replied the helmsman. “I don’t think it’s connected to the rudder.” On closer investigation, the captain discovered that the Carroll’s rudder had indeed been ripped loose, leaving them with no way to control her.

Without a rudder, they had to rely on the wind, now blowing stronger from the southeast, to get the Carroll ashore before the sea overtook her. Surely, on this cold winter’s night they would all perish if she foundered at sea. Not long after they gave the vessel over to the wind, the Cape Lookout light came into view about a mile distant.

“Shift the sails so we can see the light,” ordered the captain. But hard as they tried, the crew just couldn’t keep them in place with such a strong wind. Sailing almost blindly, the Carroll struck the shore a mile or so south of the lighthouse. Once grounded in shallow waters, it seemed that they might make it through the night if only they could survive the incessant beating by the sea.

At first light, the captain ordered, “Clear the lifeboat.” As the crew lowered the boat a huge wave crashed into the side of the ship, capsizing the boat and smashing it in the breakers. By this time, the wind whipped up whitecaps on the swells. Even if they did manage to launch the boat, reaching shore at low tide while rowing against the wind in such a rough sea would be suicidal. Through all the commotion, Pillow hid in his
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master’s cabin while a cold rain began to pelt the deck.

Throughout the morning, Captain Mitchell and his crew tried to throw a line the forty yards to the beach, with no luck. A few local people appeared in late morning, but they could not figure a way to get a line out to the stranded vessel. By this time, the rain had turned to sleet that stung the faces of the passengers and crew and by noon it changed again to snow interspersed with hail. Wet and chilled to the bone, they huddled together for warmth as the force of the pounding breakers increased when the tide once again began to turn. The captain knew they had to do something soon.

“What about the dog?” asked a passenger. “Perhaps he could swim to shore with a line.” The others agreed this might work, for none of them wanted to jump into the frigid water.

While one of the crewmen fetched the little dog, another tied a loop at the end of a piece of rope. Fastening it around Pillow’s neck, the sailor carried him to the bow of the ship and, showing him the people on the beach, tossed him into the water. The dog paddled furiously, trying to stay above the water while the rope pulled tighter and tighter around his neck. At last he reached the snow-covered beach and ran into the waiting arms of one of the local men, who, with help from his neighbors, pulled the Carroll’s crew and passengers to safety. And though nearly frozen and suffering from exposure, all gave a hug of thanks to poor wet and shivering Pillow for saving their lives that cold, snowy January day. 
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