














© Copyright 2014 Norma Elizabeth and Bruce Roberts
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or reprinted without written permission from the authors. For more information write to Pineapple Press, P.O. Box 3889, Sarasota, FL, 34230.




[image: image]


Above: These nameplates, salvaged from shipwrecked vessels and displayed on a cottage in Nags Head, attest to the life-threatening challenges that face seamen as they navigate the waters off North Carolina’s coast. Unfortunately nameplates and other tangible pieces of history – as well as the stories of shipwrecked ships and their crews – are fast disappearing from sight and mind. Photo by Bruce Roberts.


On the Cover: (Top) The Virginius (see story, page 17), from the Bruce Roberts collection. (Bottom) The Dixie Arrow (see story, page 18), photo courtesy of the Outer Banks History Center.


On the Back Cover: (Top) The wreck of the Laura Anne Barnes, photo by Bruce Roberts. (Inset) Gold dust from the Queen Anne’s Revenge, photo by Alan Westmoreland, North Carolina Division of Archives and History. (Bottom left) The Monitor (see story, page 8), from the Bruce Roberts collection. (Bottom right) Rescued crew members from the Mirlo (see story, page 19), photo courtesy of the Outer Banks History Center.





THE GRAVEYARD OF THE ATLANTIC




The Final Port of Call for Thousands of Able-Bodied Seamen and Their Ships



The Atlantic waters off North Carolina’s Outer Banks entomb thousands of vessels of all shapes and sizes, from treasure-laden Spanish galleons and 450-foot oil tankers to graceful schooners and German U-boats. Over the centuries seamen from around the world have learned – sometimes the hard way – to be wary whenever they enter these waters, which have become all too well known as the Graveyard of the Atlantic.


A volatile mix of natural elements makes navigating the Outer Banks a life-threatening challenge for even the most experienced seamen. At Cape Hatteras the cold Labrador Current sweeping down the Atlantic coastline from the north bumps into the warm Gulf Stream rushing up from the south. Although some fingers of frigid northern water manage to penetrate the tropical southern flow, for the most part these two powerful underwater rivers remain separate, with the Gulf Stream overriding the Labrador. Even so the dramatic temperature difference between the two often generates turbulent seas, tricky currents, and fickle weather that can erupt into killer gales. Shifting sands and hull-ripping shoals, which reach 12 miles out to sea from the coastline, provide additional navigational obstacles.


Natural hazards account for the majority of shipwrecks along the Outer Banks, from north of Currituck Beach south past Cape Hatteras and Cape Lookout all the way down to Cape Fear. In centuries past however pirates and mutineers sent their fair share of seamen and ships to an early watery grave, and during times of war cannonballs and later torpedoes took down others. In early 1942 German U-boats lurking along the Outer Banks attacked so many ships that seamen began referring to the sub-infested waters as Torpedo Alley.


Although the names and stories of many of these hapless ships went down with their crews or have been lost in the passage of time, a number of other wrecks and disasters have been fairly well documented. The following pages include historic information salvaged from firsthand stories of survivors as well as eyewitness accounts, official rescue reports, articles in contemporary newspapers and magazines, and other reliable sources. The accompanying photographs and illustrations will help you feel the intense drama and passion of each shipwreck, disaster, and rescue.
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The skeleton of a decommissioned WWII LST (landing ship, tank), which sank while being towed, landed on the beach at Cape Hatteras (photo by Bruce Roberts).
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The sandbar off Cape Hatteras has snagged thousands of hapless vessels including this unidentified ship (photo courtesy of the Outer Banks History Center).
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The bleached remains of an unidentified shipwreck rest on the sand at Cape Hatteras. A number of vessels have gone down off this cape including the Monitor (see story, page 8). Photo by Bruce Roberts





SPANISH GALLEONS SPILL THEIR TREASURE




In a Storm off the Outer Banks



After Christopher Columbus reached Cuba and Haiti, which he mistakenly believed to be Cathay and Japan, the enterprising Spanish sent other explorers as well as conquistadors to lay claim to additional lands – and their valuable natural resources. Before long two Spanish fleets, the Nueva España and Tierra Firma, as well as smaller groups of merchant vessels were making regular voyages to the New World.


The merchant vessels left Spain in early spring and sailed south along the coast of Africa before heading west across the Atlantic to the Caribbean. From there they made their way to ports in Mexico as well as South and Central America to pick up silver, gold, platinum, emeralds, pearls, and a variety of other profitable commodities, including tobacco, vanilla beans, cacao, rare dyes, rum, hides, and exotic lumber. In late summer or early fall the merchant vessels headed north from the Caribbean, rode the Gulf Stream up the Atlantic coast to just south of Cape Hatteras, and then headed east back across the Atlantic to the Azores and homeport.


The Spanish, along with thousands of other experienced seamen, learned that while the swift Gulf Stream does indeed speed northbound vessels on their way, it doesn’t always take them to their intended destination. In early August 1750 the frigates and galleons of the Nueva España fleet, under the command of Don Juan Manuel de Bonilla, left Havana, Cuba, loaded with chests of coins and bales, baskets, casks, barrels, and assorted other containers holding goods mined, grown, or traded in the New World. The vessels also carried passengers, many of whom had sewn gold bars into their clothing or slipped them into their boots.
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Divers recovered these pieces of gold dust from the underwater resting place of the Queen Anne’s Revenge (see story on page 4). You can see the gold dust and other 300-year-old artifacts salvaged from Blackbeard’s flagship at the North Carolina Maritime Museum in Beaufort, 315 Front Street, Beaufort, NC 28516; (252) 728-7317; www.ncmaritimemuseums.com (follow the link to Beaufort). Photo by Alan Westmoreland, North Carolina Division of Archives and History


The fleet sailed through the Straits of Florida and picked up the Gulf Stream off the east coast of Florida without incident. As they proceeded north however the wind and waves began increasing, and by the time they approached Cape Hatteras in mid-August they were caught in a deadly hurricane fueled by the warm, tropical Gulf Stream waters. Between August 18 and 20, 1750, some of the ships wrecked off the Outer Banks. Nuestra Señora de Soledad (Our Lady of Solitude) went down near Drum Inlet at the northern end of Core Banks. The ship was destroyed, but the Spanish eventually managed to salvage most of her valuable cargo. El Salvador (The Savior) also sank, but despite much speculation and numerous salvage expeditions over the past 250 years, her final resting place in the Graveyard of the Atlantic remains unknown.
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