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​AUTHOR'S NOTE

I came to the Carroll A. Deering on a cold February morning in 2019, in a reading room at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland. I was working on a different story entirely, something about UFO sightings in the 1950s, when I stumbled across a reference to the Deering in a Bureau of Investigation report. The note was casual, almost dismissive. A ship had been found abandoned off the coast of North Carolina in 1921. The crew had vanished. No trace of them was ever found. Investigators had theorized about pirates and mutineers and Bolsheviks. Nothing had been solved.

Something about that sentence stuck with me. I found myself asking questions. What was the name of the captain? Who were the crew? What were they doing on January 30, 1921, in the waters off Cape Hatteras? Why had this mystery captivated the American public for more than a century?

I began pulling files. Coast Guard reports. FBI investigative records. Newspaper archives from 1921. Accounts from descendants of the crew. Masters' thesis on the subject. I traveled to Bath, Maine, where the Deering had been built, and walked the old shipyard. I went to the Outer Banks of North Carolina and stood on the beach where the wreck was discovered. I looked out toward the Diamond Shoals, that treacherous sandbars where the ship had run aground, and tried to imagine what those final hours must have been like.

What I found was a mystery unlike anything I had encountered in my career as an investigative journalist. It was not a cold case with buried evidence that could be unearthed through persistence. It was not a conspiracy that had been solved decades ago and simply forgotten. It was something far more troubling. It was a complete and utter absence of evidence. A ship had vanished from the earth. A crew of eleven men had disappeared. And there was almost nothing to work with. No bodies. No suicide notes. No ransom demands. No wreckage that told a clear story. Just an empty ship with food still warming on the stove and three half-starved cats waiting for hands that would never touch them again.

In the months that followed, I reviewed the original Coast Guard reports from 1921. I read the correspondence between Herbert Hoover's office and the various government departments that were called in to investigate. I examined the FBI files, which revealed that agents had explored theories ranging from Bolshevik pirates to rum-running gangsters to simple mutiny, and had found no conclusive evidence to support any of them. I read newspaper accounts from the time, which ranged from sensational speculation to serious inquiry. I studied the hoax bottle note that emerged just three months after the discovery, written by a local resident seeking attention. And I listened to the voices of those who had worked on this case for decades, trying to piece together what had happened to the men aboard the Carroll A. Deering.

This book is not a definitive solution to the mystery. I have not uncovered a hidden document that reveals the crew's fate. I have not discovered a new witness who was there that night. I have not solved the case that has eluded investigators for more than a century. What I have done is gather everything we know about the Carroll A. Deering, present the evidence that exists, weigh the competing theories, and let the reader decide what they believe happened to the crew.

The Deering was one of the last great wooden sailing vessels ever built in America. She was constructed at a time when steam and steel were rapidly replacing sail and wood, when the old ways of maritime commerce were dying. That a ship of such beauty and power could vanish so completely, that her crew could disappear without a trace, seemed almost impossible in an age when telecommunications connected the entire world and government power was growing ever stronger. And yet it happened. On January 30, 1921, the Carroll A. Deering sailed toward the Diamond Shoals and into history. What follows is her story, and the mystery that surrounds it.
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​CHAPTER 1: THE LAST OF THE GREAT SCHOONERS
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On a cold day in the spring of 1919, in the shipyard at Bath, Maine, workers began the process of building a ship that would never complete her days in peace. The shipyard was one of the finest in America. For more than a century, craftsmen had gathered on the banks of the Kennebec River to construct wooden sailing vessels. By 1919, those days were numbered. Steam and steel were the future. Sail and wood belonged to the past. But in the spring of 1919, in Bath, Maine, one last monument to the age of sail was being raised.

The ship was the Carroll A. Deering. She was being built for Gardiner G. Deering, a shipping merchant from Portland, Maine. Deering was in his seventies, an old-fashioned businessman who had built his wealth in the age of sail and was reluctant to abandon that world. The ship would be named after his youngest son, Carroll Atwood Deering, and she would be among the largest wooden sailing vessels ever constructed in America.

The Deering was 255 feet long from bow to stern. She weighed 1,879 tons. She was a five-masted schooner, which meant that her canvas could be adjusted to catch the wind in almost any condition. The masts rose more than 150 feet above the deck. The ship could carry up to 3,000 tons of cargo. She was built to last, with sturdy wooden frames and a hull that had been reinforced to withstand the stresses of commercial sailing. Every joint was fitted by hand. Every plank was selected for its quality. Every rope was tied by men who had been doing this work for decades.

The wooden shipyards of Maine were places of remarkable craftsmanship. Shipbuilders were not simply laborers who followed drawings. They were artists and engineers, men who understood the properties of wood and how it would behave in water, men who knew how to distribute weight and balance a vessel so that she would move through the water with grace and efficiency. A well-built wooden ship was a thing of beauty. It moved through the water like a living creature. It responded to the hands of the sailors who worked it. It had personality in a way that steel vessels never did.

The construction of a ship like the Deering was a process that took months. The keel had to be laid with precision. The frames had to be fitted to it. The planking had to be attached. The masts had to be stepped into place. Rigging had to be installed. The interior had to be finished with cabins and storage areas and holds. Every element of the ship had to be tested and inspected and pronounced fit for service. By the summer of 1919, after months of work, the Carroll A. Deering was ready to launch.

On August 20, 1919, in a ceremony that was watched by hundreds of Bath residents and maritime professionals from across the coast, the Carroll A. Deering was launched into the Kennebec River. She was christened with champagne. The crowd cheered. Tugs guided her downriver toward the sea. The ship was beautiful, with five tall masts and a clean, functional design. She was a working vessel, not a pleasure ship. Every line of her was shaped by practical necessity. But there was a grace to her, a sense that this was a vessel built by men who knew their trade and took pride in their work.

The Carroll A. Deering was one of the last large wooden sailing vessels ever built in America. Within a decade, wooden shipbuilding would be almost completely abandoned. The age of sail was dying. Steam engines were more reliable. Steel hulls were stronger. Wooden ships required skilled crews and experienced captains. Steel ships could be operated by smaller crews. The economics of maritime commerce were shifting. The Deering arrived at a moment when her design was already becoming obsolete.

But in 1919, she was still a functioning commercial vessel. She was put into service hauling cargo across the Atlantic and beyond. She made several successful voyages. She was well-maintained and well-regarded by the men who sailed her. She was profitable, at least in the short term. The Deering proved that there was still a market for large wooden sailing vessels, even as that market was shrinking year by year.

The ship was equipped with everything necessary for long ocean voyages. She had a cargo hold with a capacity of over 3,000 tons. She had comfortable quarters for the captain and officers. The crew had berthing areas that, by the standards of the time, were reasonably comfortable. She was equipped with navigation instruments, including a chronometer, sextants, and charts. She carried signal flags and lanterns for communication with other vessels. She had lifeboats and safety equipment. She was, by the standards of 1919, a well-equipped modern vessel.

The men who sailed these ships were a unique breed. Schooner captains were practical men who understood weather and water and the unpredictable nature of the ocean. They were not philosophers or poets, though the sea had a way of attracting men with imaginative minds. They were professionals who had spent much of their lives at sea. They understood the risks of their work. They knew that the ocean was not always kind, that storms could come up suddenly, that ships could founder. But they also knew that in good weather, with a skilled crew and favorable winds, there was no more efficient way to move cargo across the sea than under canvas.

By 1919, the world of commercial sailing was already a relic. World War I had disrupted maritime commerce. The war had accelerated the adoption of steam-powered vessels. The cost of maintaining and operating wooden sailing ships was rising. The supply of experienced sailors was declining. Young men were no longer eager to sign on for long voyages at sea, when they could find work in factories on land, work that paid better and was less dangerous. The sailing industry was dying. The Carroll A. Deering was a beautiful monument to an era that was rapidly fading away.

But no one aboard the Deering thought about that on the day of her launch. They saw a fine ship, well-built and sturdy. They believed she would have a long career in commercial service. They believed she would haul cargo and deliver cargo, again and again, voyage after voyage, for years to come. She would outlast the men who sailed her. She would be a reliable part of the maritime economy for the foreseeable future.

They could not have known what would happen. They could not have imagined that within two years of her launch, the Deering would become one of the most famous mysteries in American maritime history. They could not have known that her name would live on in folklore and legend, that people would be writing about her more than a century later, trying to solve the riddle of what had happened to her crew. The Deering was just a ship, a working vessel designed to haul cargo and make money for her owner. She was not built to become a mystery. She was not built to become a ghost.

But that is what would happen. That is what awaited the Carroll A. Deering on the Diamond Shoals off the coast of North Carolina.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE CAPTAIN AND THE CREW
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The captain of the Carroll A. Deering on her final voyage was William B. Wormell, a seasoned mariner in his early fifties with years of experience commanding merchant vessels. Wormell was a practical man, a professional sailor who knew his trade and understood the demands of commanding a ship at sea. He had been at sea for most of his adult life. He had sailed in all kinds of weather and in all kinds of vessels. He was not a man given to panic or excessive caution. He made decisions quickly and trusted his judgment. He was respected by the men who sailed under him, though not universally loved.

Wormell had commanded the Deering before. He knew her characteristics, the way she handled in different winds, the quirks of her rigging. He knew which sails would catch wind most efficiently, how to trim her canvas to get the best speed, what his crew was capable of. This was not his first time as captain of the Deering, though it would be his last. He had brought her through previous voyages without incident. There was no reason to believe that this voyage would be different.

Before Wormell, the Deering had been commanded by Captain William H. Merritt, who had served in World War I and was regarded as something of a hero in maritime circles. Merritt had been a decorated officer and was well-respected. He had commanded the Deering on several successful voyages and had brought her through safely. Merritt's first
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