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INTRODUCTION


He went the wrong way ’round. With satellite images of the Earth, we now take accurate navigation and geography for granted. In 1492, when Christopher Columbus set sail in three frail ships, few had ventured beyond the Mediterranean Sea and none across the great Ocean Sea—at least that these Europeans were aware of.


The age of exploration and discovery was an age of exploitation and greed. Columbus set sail to find the riches of the Indies. Convinced of his landfall, Columbus called the native people Indians.


The history of conquest and colonization of the New World by the Spanish, French, Dutch, Portuguese, and English is at the same time high adventure and ruthless exploitation. Civilization by the Europeans meant cruel enslavement of the Aztec, Mayan, and Incan people who in many cases had developed advanced civilizations in science, medicine, art, architecture, and philosophy.


Juan Ponce de Leon traveled with Columbus on the second voyage in 1493. Ponce de Leon settled in Hispaniola, which is today the Dominican Republic. He then moved to Puerto Rico. It was an age of opportunity when men of daring and a sense of adventure could obtain writs from the King of Spain to set out in conquest.


Equipped with a mandate from the crown, Ponce de Leon sailed in 1513. Instead of discovering the island he sought in what is now a chain of islands in the Bahamas, he ventured toward the southern coast of Florida, which he sighted on April 2, 1513.


When Ponce de Leon landed, he claimed the territory for the King of Spain. It was the day of the Passover Feast of Flowers, thus the new land was named Pascua Florida.


The Indians were hostile. Ponce de Leon’s men had to fight them off. Some Spaniards were wounded. Native people stole some of their goods.


In this age of discovery the Spaniards found the Gulf Stream. It is a northward flowing current of warm water that begins in the Straits of Florida between Cuba and the East Coast of the United States and pushes water north to about Cape Hatteras; then, meeting the southward flowing Labrador Current of cold water, the Gulf Stream turns east across the Atlantic.


Early explorers recognized the importance of the Gulf Stream and established patterns of navigation along Florida’s coast with its flow. It was this route that ships laden with treasure and cargo would follow for the next 300 years.


Ponce de Leon was killed eight years after his discovery of Florida. He was shot by an Indian arrow on Florida’s west coast. In 1565, the Spanish established their permanent settlement at St. Augustine, the place of sulfur waters believed to be the legendary Fountain of Youth by the Spanish.


In 1519, Hernán Cortes sailed from Cuba and landed on the shores of present-day Mexico. Cortes established a settlement on the coast called Veracruz. Lured by the Aztec’s golden ornaments, the Spaniards killed the Aztec king Montezuma and enslaved the people.


Spanish colonization of the Americas brought highly organized bureaucracies. Great wealth was to be made in the colonies, and every ship brought men and women willing to settle New Spain.


This is a story about the lust for gold and treasure, its conquest and loss in ships wrecked in the ocean realm. Of life as it was and as it is for treasure divers who continue to seek their fortunes under the sea in quest of Spanish galleons shipwrecked in the New World. [image: ]




THE GOLDEN HIGHWAY


Exploration, exploitation, and colonization followed rapidly upon the voyages of Christopher Columbus, who first set foot on the Island of San Salvador, which he named and claimed for Spain on October 12, 1492. This island in the Bahamas still bears the name Columbus gave it. A spit of land is commemorated, attesting to the place where the Genoese navigator landed for the first time in the New World.


America is not named for Columbus. While the District of Columbia is his namesake and Columbus Day is widely celebrated in the United States and Spain, Vikings long before sailed across the Atlantic and Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci was given credit for discovering the great lands he found but never colonized.


Columbus made his first voyage in three small ships, none over seventy-five feet in length. When they made landfall, a nerve-weary crew of malcontents, who had nearly mutinied during the discouraging passage across the ocean, were saved by fresh water and provisions to be had on the tropical island. The three ships were in a pitiful state, made less seaworthy by boring teredo worms that attack wood in tropical waters.


Ship construction of the day turned out ungainly and relatively unseaworthy vessels. They appeared for all intents and purposes like a woman’s high-heeled shoe, without the heel but with a high poop, stubby prow, and short waist.


Hailed as a conquering hero when he returned to Spain with evidence of the Indies, Columbus set sail again and again, successfully making four ocean crossings.


[image: Replica of one of the ships of Christopher Columbus at quayside near Barcelona Maritime Museum in Spain.]


Discovery followed discovery. Spurred on by the lure of gold and greatness, financed by backers also seeking great fortunes and subsidized by the crown, Spanish explorers became conquistadors: conquerors, merciless exploiters of the New World’s wealth. Priests carried aboard every ship likewise conquered the hapless Indians’ souls, even if it meant stealing their gold and their lives to do it.


[image: Archive of the Indies in the old House of Trade (Casa de Contratación) building in Seville.]


The ocean passage from Seville and Cadiz to Nueva España and the colonized islands and lands beyond on the Tierra Firme became a highway. Ships licensed by Spain and flying the Spanish flag brought trade goods, glass beads, horses, and crosses, all of which the natives had never seen before. These ships returned, their holds crammed with bullion and specie, in gold and silver coins, the stuff dreams are made of. Treasure in gold, silver and precious jewels like the esmeralda, that stone of green fire, the emerald, symbol of wealth and status at court.


BILLIONS IN GOLD



How many ships? For how long? How much gold and silver, jewels and articles of commerce were carried back to Spain? These questions can be answered because the Spanish kept meticulous records. From 1500 to 1820 there were approximately 17,000 voyages from the New World to Spain. The estimated wealth in gold, silver, and jewels amounted to more than $20 billion. Some estimates figure that 10 percent of these ships were lost at sea, which would amount to some $2 billion left on the ocean floor. These values were established when gold was valued at the equivalent of $20 per ounce.


It has been estimated that between 1493 and 1780, the height of the Spanish colonial period, 103,246,510 fine ounces of gold were produced.


Researching Spanish archives to locate documents, translating them from early Spanish procesal script, then interpreting them is an ongoing process by academics who visit the Archivo General de Indias in Seville. Scholars study bound folios, or legajos, of handwritten documents that describe the cost and profit, list the ships and the ships lost, their salvage, and itemized bills submitted by salvors.


[image: A wooden cross. Priests brought wooden crosses to the New World and went back with gold and emerald studded ones.]


[image: In some cases molten silver would be poured into a sand mold. When it cooled, the resultant “splash” of bullion would be smuggled as contraband aboard galleons heading back to Spain to avoid paying the crown’s 20 percent tax on specie and bullion. The penalty for smuggling was ten years as a galley slave. Despite the harsh penalties, many sunken galleons reveal contraband bullion.]


The records describe commerce and account for it in specific and painstaking detail. It all was taxed at a rate of 20 percent, the Royal Fifth. It all was warehoused; it all was packed and bundled and transported and sold and hypothecated as collateral for loans made to the king to finance Spain’s ongoing wars and extravagances.


A dispatch by the Venetian ambassador, dated September 1567, to the Doge of Venice related the turmoil at court when a treasure fleet was delayed:




There was great anxiety all over Spain over the delay of the arrival of the treasure fleet from the Indies and when the Genoese bankers informed the king that unless the fleet reached port shortly, that they would be unable to negotiate any further loans for him, Philip II fell into such a state of shock that he had to be confined to bed by his physicians. The king then ordered 10,000 ducats, which was about all the treasure left in the Royal coffers, to be sent all over his realm and distributed to various churches and monasteries for the saying of masses for the safe arrival of the treasure fleet … the fleet has made port safely and there is great rejoicing not only here in the Royal Court, but all over the land as well.





All of Europe depended on gold and silver that reached Spain from the New World. Monetary systems of Europe were based on precious metals, and since Spain was an agricultural country at the time, imports had to be paid for in gold and silver. Countries that supplied Spain with manufactured goods as well as trade goods for the Indies also attended with interest the arrival of the treasure fleets.


[image: Map showing waters plied by Spanish fleets in the New World.]


Of course there was a great deal of smuggling. People cheated on their taxes then as now. Indeed, early salvors embarrassed merchant captains when a vessel sank and the Spanish salvage boat brought up more gold and silver than appeared on the ship’s manifest.


In case a storm sank a ship, careful accounts were written in three copies. One manifest was kept aboard the ship itself. A second copy was placed aboard the Capitana, a heavily armed lead ship in the convoy of carefully guarded treasure galleons en route back to Spain along the ocean’s golden highway. A third copy was kept in Cuba, Spain’s administrative colony in the New World. The Cuban copy would only be shipped back to Spain on the next year’s convoy as a precaution.


The Carrera de Indias, the Spanish name for this ocean highway to the Indies, became a seaway of high adventure. Ships were wrecked in hurricanes and storms; vessels were attacked by pirates and enemy nations.


Navigation was, at first, primitive. Rarely did the various navigators in a fleet agree on a convoy’s position. As commerce increased and navigation improved, captains maintained precise sailing directions to keep from straying from the well-known pathways over the waves.


Because of the ever-present threat by pirates and enemies of Spain, an Armada of the Ocean Sea was established to escort ships from Spain to the Azores, then pick up returning vessels for the voyage back to Spain. An averia, or tax, was levied on manufactured goods and cargoes destined for the New World to fund this protection by Royal Ships of Spain, as the armada was called.


CONVOYS



War between France and Spain flared in 1537, making the convoy system important for protection not only from pirates and corsairs but also from well-armed French warships. As ship designs changed to accommodate larger cargoes and increased speed, armed galleons were put into service, and Spain established the flota, or fleet, system with regular sailings twice a year.


The New Spain Fleet


The Nueva España Flota, or New Spain Fleet, would sail from Spain in April, making landfall at Veracruz on Mexico’s Caribbean coast. The Spanish lost ships during northern high winds in the Gulf, so they eventually chose an anchorage farther down the coast from Veracruz, behind the Island of San Juan Ulua.


The New Spain Fleet would take on cargoes of gold and silver from the mines of Mexico. Once Spain colonized the Philippines and began trade with Japan and China, the New Spain fleet would await mule trains carrying fine Chinese porcelains, silks, ivory, and spices brought across the Pacific in Spains Manila galleons to the Mexican Pacific port of Acapulco and then overland in mule caravans to Veracruz.


On the return voyage, the New Spain Fleet from Veracruz would sail along the Gulf for the three-week trip to Havana where the ships would make repairs, take on local cargoes of tobacco, and eventually convoy up with ships of the Tierra Firme Flota that sailed from Cartagena to Havana for the trip back to Spain.


The Tierra Firme Fleet


The Tierra Firme Flota sailed from Spain generally in August for Nombre de Dios, a settlement at the narrowest part of the Isthmus of Panama. Swamps in the area were breeding places for mosquitos that plagued the colonists. After 1584, a little southeast of Nombre de Dios, the Spanish established Porto Bello, which was originally named by Columbus in 1502. This port on the Caribbean coast of Panama had a more agreeable climate and was more navigable.


The Tierra Firme Flota would spend the winter in Cartagena. During the early colonial period placer gold was found in streams and riverbeds. The Spanish used native slaves to pan for it. Silver was plentiful and found in almost pure form. These easy supplies of silver and gold were quickly exhausted. The Spaniards began mining operations in collaboration with German mine engineers of the time.


When the mountain of Potosi in the viceroyalty of Peru was discovered in 1545, by an Indian hunter, it was eureka for the Spanish. Potosi Mountain had ore so rich that for every pound of ore, two ounces of pure silver were recovered. Mints were established, and a complex system of metallurgy was put in place to refine the ore. Gold was found among the silver ore as well.


Ships at Cartagena would wait for gold and silver coins and bullion to arrive from Peru before heading to Havana for the return voyage to Spain.


The sailings and convoy system were changed and modified to suit the temper of the times as wars raged, and to accommodate lessons learned about storms, winds, and hurricanes that plagued the fleets.


Ships leaving Spain went south to the Canary Islands where currents pushed them south to the Cape Verde Islands. Landfall could be made there, where stores were replenished and leaking hulls were made watertight for the trip across the ocean. Spanish navigators identified the flow of the equatorial currents and prevailing winds that carried them at about four to seven knots across the open ocean.


Captains used an astrolabe, a round brass device, to measure the sun on the horizon, which gave them an idea of latitude once they left landfall. Compasses were subject to error; nevertheless, navigators used dead reckoning. The trip from Spain to the New World would require a month or two depending on the winds. Navigators would first sight land in what are today islands in the Bahamas or in some cases Martinique or Guadeloupe.


After Hernán Cortés subjugated Mexico and established the fort at Veracruz, Spanish fleets would make Veracruz a port of call, just as they did southern ports along South and Central America as their colonies expanded.


It was on the return trip that many treasure-laden galleons foundered and were lost in storms. The outgoing voyage from Spain along the Carrera de Indias was plagued with anguish in the lack of clean water, adequate food, or medicine, while the return was paved with gold. [image: ]




THE 1622 FLEET: THE Atocha AND THE Santa Margarita


“They were bringing coins up in bags, chests, and buckets. They had speedboats to go out. The big boats got so much treasure they couldn’t get any more aboard. They were afraid they’d sink,” Taffi Fisher Abt said.


[image: Convoy of Spanish galleons heading back to Spain. Original oil painting in the collection of Bob and Margaret Weller. Used with permission.]


MEL FISHER’S QUEST



What Mel Fisher’s daughter described was the day they hit the mother lode, when her father’s legendary quest for the treasure of the Nuestra Señora de Atocha was realized. The discovery was made on July 20, 1985, after sixteen years of searching for the fabled galleon that sank during a hurricane, in an area of sandy banks called the Quicksands off Marquesas Keys some twenty-three to thirty-seven miles southwest of Key West.


“They would load five-gallon buckets and hand them up to the dock. A handle would break and the coins would go down into the water. We didn’t have time to stop to get them,” Taffi smiled.


Mel Fisher’s daughter bears a striking resemblance to her father. When she smiles, the same glow of warmth and charm is evident, and her enthusiasm, her father’s hallmark, is Mel’s legacy, more important than museums full of treasure.


The Fisher dream did not begin with divers hauling up buckets of coins off the ocean floor. But his legacy was sealed by the discovery of the wreckage of two treasure-laden ships that foundered and sank in a 1622 hurricane off Key West. That discovery propelled Mel Fisher, his family, and his team of divers into the annals of world history.


THE DOOMED FLEET



The quest for treasure is hardly a modern phenomenon. It begins with the human desire for conquest and is driven by greed to possess land, its riches, and its peoples. Spaniards sought to own and exploit the New World’s energy and wealth—and in so doing destroyed civilizations that had existed in the Americas from the dawn of time.


On March 23, 1622, Spain’s Tierra Firme Flota left port and sailed from Cadiz. The ship named Nuestra Señora de Atocha was among them.


Spain had sent a guard fleet from Spain as an added measure of security to insure that the 1622 treasure galleons would get home safely. War with the Dutch and rivalry with other nations continued to plague Spain’s economy.


The guard fleet ships, under the command of Captain-General Don Lope Diaz de Armen Dariz, the Marquis de Cadereita, left Spain four months after the Tierra Firme Flota. This formidable fleet was made up of eight armed galleons, three escorts, and two avisos, or courier ships, and among them, a ship named the Santa Margarita.


The 1622 fleet reached the island of Dominica and continued toward the coast of South America. At Cartagena some of the cargo from Spain was off-loaded. On May 24, 1622, the ships of the Tierra Firme Flota arrived in Porto Bello. The trade fair took place, and hundreds of merchants gathered to buy goods for the colonies from the merchant ships. Many Spaniards sought passage back to Spain, and crown officials loaded treasure aboard.


Captain-General Cadereita arrived in Porto Bello with his armed escort ships on July 1, 1622. In the stifling heat of a mangrove swamp that formed Porto Bello’s mainland, amidst the stink of human waste and decay from the crowded settlement, goods were unloaded as the armed ships of the marquis entered the harbor and dropped anchor. The trade fair was in full swing. But nothing was ready for the departure back to Spain. There was no treasure. The silver had not arrived.


Getting treasure to Porto Bello to be loaded onto the ships was no easy matter. Output from the mines of Potosi, in the viceroyalty of Peru, had to be taken by ship north to the Pacific port of Panama. Then it was a fifty-mile trek over mosquito-infested swamp and marshland from Panama City to Porto Bello. As of July 1, the treasure had not even been shipped across the Isthmus of Panama from Panama City to be loaded aboard the galleons.


The Marquis de Cadereita was a military man of action. He knew the perils that late sailings entailed if ships left for the Atlantic crossing after August 20, when the fury of hurricane season was at its height. The marquis immediately called a meeting in the government headquarters with the governor of Porto Bello and ship’s officials. Juan de Lara Moran, the admiral of the fleet, and the vice admiral, Don Pedro de Pasquier of the Nuestra Señora de Atocha, attended—as did all ships’ captains and local officials.


De Cadereita dispatched an order to the president of Panama to send the treasure they had been waiting for, immediately. Reports reached Porto Bello that an enemy Dutch fleet had assembled at a place where salt was mined in Araya.


The presence of an armed enemy that could threaten the Tierra Firme Flota caused the marquis to confiscate for crown service the galleon Nuestra Señora del Rosario, a private ship in the harbor of Porto Bello.


The Rosario and its owner, a veteran sea captain and the king’s commander of infantry, Gaspar de Vargas, would play an important future role not foreseen on that hot first of July when the marquis and his officers revised plans for the fleet.


The marquis’s order had its effect. On July 3, 1622,200 mules arrived in Porto Bello and a steady stream of treasure began to pour into the makeshift settlement on the coast, to be loaded aboard the fleet. The mule trains carried silver from Potosi, Lima, and Chile.


Accumulated treasures of wealthy merchants and traders arrived. Merchants from the ships sold goods, such as nails, sewing needles, spirits, and cloth from Spain for gold and silver.


Business transacted at the feria, or trade fair, was estimated at 4 million pesos in two weeks. The swamp, stifling heat, and unsanitary and unhealthy conditions of the port created outbreaks of disease. Malaria, viruela—the dreaded smallpox virus—cholera, intestinal diseases, and parasites plagued the traders and sailors.


It was reported that 200 bodies had to be disposed of during the second week of the feria because of disease. The marquis wanted to make a hasty getaway from this diseased and disgusting place, fouled by the slop of filthy human habitation.


He turned over 250 tons of mercury to royal officials. Mercury was a royal monopoly and essential to refine precious metals. He then received the king’s treasure aboard his ships.


In addition to the cargo of silver belonging to the crown and private parties being shipped back to Spain, forty-eight passengers rode aboard the Atocha.


The handwritten script on the manifest recorded by the ship’s Maestre de Plata de Vreder recorded an immense fortune put aboard and locked below in the Atocha’s silver lockers.


The fleet left Porto Bello on July 22, for Cartagena, then spent eight days loading more treasure aboard. This included 20,000 pesos in gold.


The fleet reached Havana on August 27, 1622. They were already a week past the important deadline for sailing the Florida Straits before hurricane season.


Tobacco, an addiction acquired from the Indies, became a royal concession of Spain. Indeed, tobacco sales in Spain are still a governmental concession. In Havana the Atocha’s manifest recorded that 500 tobacco bales came aboard, weighing twelve tons.


The Nueva España Flota did not wait for the Marquis de Cadereita with his galleons and armed ships to guard them. They left their treasure in Cuba to be loaded aboard the heavily armed ships of the king.


Holds of the marquis’s fleet bulged with trade goods loaded aboard. Copper ingots from the mines of Cuba that would be used to forge cannons were being shipped back to Spain; food and water for the voyage had to be stowed.


Silvermaster Jacove de Vreder’s procesal script manifest recorded 901 ingots of silver, 161 gold bars and discs, and 255,000 pesos of silver coins. In those times, when a seaman was paid one or perhaps two pesos a month for his labors, the Atocha’s treasure in gold and silver amounted to 1 million pesos.


Piloting was as much an art and experiment as it was a science. Astronomy and superstition played a role in predicting weather. Religion often entered into the superstitions that affected decisions about when to sail.


The marquis was an intelligent man—wise to the fact that he had been delayed far too long and his fleet would risk the perils of severe storms once they left Havana.


The marquis and his captains, merchants, and officials consulted the chief pilot of the fleet, Lorenzo Vernal, who described that with the new moon, on September 5th, the Earth, moon, and sun would be in conjunction. Vernal predicted bad weather.


But on Sunday, September 4, 1622, the weather looked so good the Marquis de Cadereita sailed. He boarded the Capitana Nuestra Señora de Candelaria. More than a thousand miles away, a hurricane was building in the tropics at the very moment his twenty-eight ships left Havana.


It was late into hurricane season, but the conjunction dawned with clear weather and the king urgently needed the treasure to support Spain’s wars and expenses.


THE TREASURE SHIPS



The Nuestra Señora de Atocha, a new vessel constructed in Havana the year before, was armed with twenty bronze cannons. It was the Almiranta of the fleet and acted as rearguard. A day out of Havana, the fleet reached the fast flowing current of the Gulf Stream as the weather began to change.


Winds came from the northeast; ten-foot seas began to work on the ships. Even with reduced sail, the vessels were being tossed around. Smaller ships in the convoy lost their masts and fell behind. One ship, the Nuestra Señora de la Consolacion, capsized and sank. The sky darkened long before night.




The Officers’ Ships


There were certain ships in the fleet that had a special purpose. The three most important of these were:


•  Capitana. The general or overall commander of the fleet sailed in this ship. It led the convoy.


•  Almiranta. The admiral of the fleet sailed in this ship, and it brought up the rear of the convoy. The Almiranta was a heavily armed ship and could sail from the rear for defense.


•  Gobierno. The vice admiral’s ship.


How Spanish Ships Were Named


Spanish ships were named after patron saints. Sometimes they were named after several patron saints, including the saints of towns and villages where the owners or captains were from. Sometimes the owners were the captains, and sometimes not.


When log entries had to be made, when clerks had to note a ship’s name, when contemporary Spanish salvors wrote their reports or submitted expense accounts to the crown, it would not be handy to keep writing the full ship’s name in longhand, in the number of copies required by colonial bureaucracy.


Therefore the Santissima Trinidad y Nuestra Señora de la Concepcion became simply Urca de Lima. The ship’s captain was Miguel de Lima.


Or, the name of the ship might be simply shortened, Nuestra Señora de Atocha became Atocha.


To complicate matters, a ship might be referred to by the type of vessel it was. For example, the Urca de Lima was a refuerzo (a supply ship). So the captain-general and his other men may have simply referred to the ship in logs as: refuerzo.


General Classification of Ships Used by the Spanish


•  Refuerzo. This word, means refurbish. It designated, a supply ship, often reappointed, to be an armed, merchant ship.


•  Frigatilla. A small, fast, armed, ship with a small draft that could, enter shallow harbors. This general utility ship was also used, to carry dispatches.


•  Urca. This simply meant ship.


•  Nao. This term was used, by the Spanish to designate a merchant ship.


•  Aviso. The word, means advice. The name was used for smaller ships that carried, messages from one ship to another, or for an armed, ship that would, carry dispatches, payrolls, mail, and passengers quickly to other ports, often sailing from Cuba to St. Augustine.


•  Patache. A small ship, like an aviso.





[image: The author with Mel Fisher. Fisher has his foot on the bronze salvage bell used by Spanish salvor Melián to recover treasure from the sunken 1622 fleet.]


Aboard the Santa Margarita, Captain Bernardino de Lugo had priests hear confessions. Aboard the Atocha, chaplains led the litany, grasping the statue of Our Lady of Atocha, which had been brought belowdecks for solace and safety.


The Nuestra Señora de Atocha was named for a Madrid shrine honoring the Virgin. Now the precious statue offered the only hope of salvation as wind shifted from the south and the ships were pushed toward the treacherous reefs of Florida.


With the wind’s shift to the south, six ships remained in harm’s way, within the shoals of Florida: the Rosario; a Portuguese slave ship that joined the convoy with goods bought with the profits of selling Negro slaves in the New World; the patache of the fleet, or small dispatch boat; the two galleons, the Atocha and Santa Margarita; and a Cuban coast guard vessel.
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