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  CHAPTER ONE An Enigma Is Born


  ON A SMALL WOODED ISLAND forty miles southwest of Halifax, Nova Scotia, one of the world’s deepest and most costly archaeological digs may soon get under way. The project could provide the final chapter to a bizarre story that unfolded quite accidentally more than two hundred years earlier. Moreover, if the expectations of the group digging this hole are proved correct, the $20 million they’re willing to pour into it may be recouped a hundredfold or more. For the members of the syndicate, known as Oak Island Tours Inc., hope they are close to recovering the elusive and legendary treasure of Oak Island.


  The search group’s principal players consist of brothers Rick and Marty Lagina, and Craig Tester, all of Traverse City, Michigan, working with long-time Oak Island resident and treasure hunter Daniel Blankenship. While the Michigan partners are confident they will solve the mystery, their optimism is tempered by the fact they’ve been pursuing the treasure for the past six years, and that Oak Island’s history is littered with the broken dreams and failed expeditions of dozens of individuals and groups that preceded them. All of those searchers thought they too were only weeks or months away from discovering enormous buried wealth, only to be foiled by the ingenious designer of Oak Island’s subterranean secret. That designer, who arrived on this desolate island more than four hundred years ago, took special pains, including the construction of hydraulic booby traps, to hide his treasure at such a great depth and in such an elaborate manner that only an obsessed fool or a determined genius would bother to pursue it.


  But when the gold bug bites, its teeth sink deep. Little wonder that most who’ve been bitten by Oak Island have ended up wishing the island’s so-called Money Pit had never been found in the first place.
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  The discovery was made on a summer afternoon in 1795 by Daniel McGinnis, a teenage farm boy who’d rowed out from the mainland to explore the uninhabited island. As he was wandering through the island’s densely wooded eastern end, he came to an area that appeared to have been worked at some far earlier time. It was a small clearing in which rotted, moss-covered tree stumps were visible. In the center of the clearing stood a large oak tree with a thick limb about fifteen feet up that had been cut off several feet out from the trunk. Below the end of this branch the ground had settled into a shallow, saucer-shaped depression.


  Undoubtedly, McGinnis was as aware as anyone in Nova Scotia that pirates and privateers had frequently cruised the waters of Mahone Bay in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and that the notorious Captain William Kidd was rumored to have hidden part of his treasure somewhere on the Acadian coast. Thus, the young adventurer quickly linked his discovery with the possibility of a buried cache beneath that oak tree. So he returned home and told two friends, John Smith and Anthony Vaughan, what he had found.


  The following day the three of them returned to the spot with spades and pickaxes. They set to work digging in the center of the depression and found that their shovels could easily bite into the relatively loose soil. Two feet down they encountered the first of many pieces of evidence that someone had been there before. It was a layer of carefully laid flagstones—a type of rock that is not natural to Oak Island. (The stones were later found to have originated at Gold River, about two miles up the coast on the mainland.) When they cleared away the earth and removed the flagstones, they found themselves working in what obviously was a refilled circular shaft, about thirteen feet in diameter. A section of the shaft, eventually dubbed the Money Pit, lay beneath the sawed-off limb, which presumably had been used by the original excavators to haul up the earth.


  For several weeks the three boys returned to the island and continued to dig. They noticed that the sides of the shaft were of tough clay and that pick marks were visible along its walls. At the ten-foot level they struck a tier of snugly fitted oak logs completely covering the pit and embedded into the clay walls. They pried the logs out and resumed digging, only to hit an identical wooden platform ten feet later. At a depth of thirty feet, another layer of oak logs was encountered. Below it, as was the case with the upper two layers, the ground had settled about two feet. The logs themselves were visibly rotten on their outer surfaces, indicating they had been there a long time.


  At this point the boys realized that the project they’d undertaken was too big to handle by themselves and that they would need to enlist outside help. So far they had found nothing more than evidence that someone long before them had gone to a lot of trouble presumably to hide something more than thirty feet underground. Treasure seemed the only likely answer to what lay below. But how far below? Only years later would McGinnis, Smith, and Vaughan learn how much deeper and more complicated the Money Pit actually was. And even then, they would go to their graves knowing only a small part of the island’s extraordinary subterranean secret.


  It should be noted that the story of the 1795 discovery and the early attempts to get to the bottom of the Money Pit originated with the journals and verbal accounts of the three boys, all of whom lived till the mid-1800s. Today the earliest published version of the story is found in the October 16, 1862, edition of the Liverpool Transcript, a long-defunct weekly newspaper that served southwestern Nova Scotia. The article was by Jotham B. McCully of Truro, Nova Scotia, who was associated with Oak Island search groups in 1849 and 1861 and interviewed both Smith and Vaughan in their later years. Another account of the discovery appears in the January 2, 1864, edition of the Colonist, a Halifax tri-weekly. This article was based on a lengthy letter written to the newspaper by “a member” of the 1861 search group, possibly McCully.


  Later descriptions of the find appear in Israel Longworth’s “History of the County of Colchester,” an unpublished work written in 1866, and in Mather Byles DesBrisay’s History of the County of Lunenburg, first published in 1870. Both writers borrowed heavily from the article that had appeared in the Colonist. However, DesBrisay was a close friend of Mary Smith, John Smith’s daughter, and he undoubtedly got some of his facts from her. The next complete account of the discovery is found in the prospectus for an Oak Island search syndicate formed in 1893.


  In these and later accounts there are minor discrepancies. But the story of the discovery and early search attempts as I’ve presented them here contains only facts that are basically common to all versions. One detail, for instance, that appears in a few accounts is that McGinnis found a wooden tackle block fastened to the branch over the Money Pit. This is likely an apocryphal detail added to the story later, and was based on the assumption (probably correct) that the overhanging limb had served as a support for some sort of hoisting device when the pit was originally dug.


  Omitting fanciful details, early records agree that the Money Pit was discovered by Daniel McGinnis in the summer of 1795 and that he and his two friends excavated it to a depth of about thirty feet, striking a layer of flagstones at two feet and then three platforms of wood at intervals of ten feet. There they temporarily abandoned the search, not a doubloon richer. But they had launched what would become the world’s longest and most expensive treasure hunt.


  A Pandora’s box had been irrevocably opened on a seemingly ordinary and inconsequential island—and there were to be many who would sacrifice their fortunes, close friendships, and even their lives in their frustrated attempts to discover just what was in that box.


  [image: image]


  Oak Island is just one of some 350 islands that dot Mahone Bay on Nova Scotia’s Atlantic coast, and it was so named because of its large umbrella-domed red oaks, only a few of which still stand. An early sea chart of the area, drawn by the British cartographer I. F. W. Des Barres in 1776, designates the bay as Mecklenburgh Bay and Oak Island as Glouster Isle. But these names were never in common use and don’t appear in later charts. Moreover, even prior to 1776, the name Oak Island shows up in several land-transfer deeds.


  The island is almost a mile long by less than half a mile wide at its broadest point and is roughly peanut-shaped, squeezing to less than four hundred yards near its center. The narrow area is mostly swamp and marshy ground, while the two ends of the island rise to approximately 35 feet above sea level. These elevated areas are geological drumlins, oval hills of compact glacial drift composed of over 150 feet of hard clay overlying anhydrite bedrock and carboniferous limestone. A significant point is that in undisturbed areas the soil can be (and obviously was) excavated with hand tools without the use of vertical shoring or the threat of water seepage.


  The island’s axis runs almost east-west, with the Money Pit located near the eastern, or seaward, end. Its western edge is only two hundred yards from shore, and since 1965 has been connected to the mainland at Crandall’s Point by a causeway that was built to transport heavy digging equipment. Today most of the island is overgrown with brush and stands of evergreen, mainly spruce, although the eastern end is cleared and pock-marked with craters and mounds of earth from previous digs and the Oak Island Tours’ ongoing project.


  Oak Island was part of the “Shoreham Grant” made in October 1759 by Nova Scotia’s then British governor-in-chief, Charles Lawrence, to approximately sixty-five immigrants from Britain’s New England colonies. The grant, which established the township of Shoreham (now the town of Chester, four miles northeast of Oak Island), covered about 100,000 acres and included several Mahone Bay islands. Prior to this, the immediate area had no permanent inhabitants, the closest major settlements being Lunenburg (founded in 1753) about ten miles down the southwest coast, and Halifax (founded in 1749) some forty miles up the coast. According to a 1763 census, Lunenburg County then consisted of some three hundred families, most of whom lived in and around the towns of Lunenburg and Chester and were primarily engaged in fishing and farming.


  [image: image]


  The original records show that in 1759 most of Oak Island was granted to New England families by the names of Monro, Lynch, Seacombe, and Young. Accounts of the 1795 discovery of the Money Pit indicate that the island was then uninhabited. Nevertheless, it was probably used by its grantees as a source of lumber and was perhaps even partially cultivated at its western end in the early years after the founding of Chester. And like several other Mahone Bay islands that lay close to shore, it may have been used to pasture cattle in its early years. (Rafting livestock out to a nearby island to fatten them over the summer was a New England practice that eliminated the need for the containment fences that were necessary on the mainland.)


  The island was first surveyed in 1762 by Charles Morris, the province’s surveyor-general. Its 128 acres were divided into 32 rectangular lots of about 4 acres apiece, with lots 1 to 20 running down the north side and lots 21 to 32 along the south side of the island.


  The earliest existing deed pertaining to Oak Island shows the sale of Lot 19 by Edward Smith to Timothy Lynch, both of Chester, for five pounds sterling on March 8, 1768. This lot lies near the eastern tip of the island and is bounded on the west by Lot 18, the site of the Money Pit. It’s not clear whether Smith was an original grantee of that part of the island or if he purchased it after 1759. But he may well have been the eponym of Smith’s Cove, a name that was later applied to both the small inlet at the east end of the island and to the broader cove on the island’s south side. (The eastern inlet has also been variously referred to on charts as Sheerdom Cove, Smuggler’s Cove, and Pirate’s Cove. Today the name Smith’s Cove is the one most commonly used, as is the name South Shore Cove for the inlet on that side of the island.) Edward Smith was apparently unrelated to the John Smith who helped uncover the Money Pit, as the latter, according to DesBrisay, was born in Boston on August 20, 1775, and immigrated to the Chester area just prior to 1790.


  Meanwhile, Anthony Vaughan Sr., whose son was to be one of the Money Pit discoverers, had arrived from Massachusetts in 1772 and began farming a two-hundred-acre holding in what today is the town of Western Shore, directly opposite Oak Island on the mainland. Descendants of the Vaughan family still own much of that land. The origin and parentage of the initial discoverer, Daniel McGinnis, aren’t known for certain. The only clue from DesBrisay is that among the early Chestersettlers was a Daniel McInnis, a family name that was later changed to McGinnis.


  From all available evidence it would seem that the families of the three Money Pit discoverers had all emigrated from New England between 1770 and 1790 and that the three young men stumbled across Oak Island’s mystery in the summer of 1795. The actual date was probably prior to June 26, 1795, because on that day John Smith purchased Lot 18, the site of the Money Pit. An extant deed records that it was sold to him by Casper Wollenhaupt of Lunenburg for seven pounds, ten shillings.


  That summer Smith, who had married several years earlier, settled with his family on Oak Island, where he was to live on top of an enigma for the next sixty-two years.


  CHAPTER TWO The Mystery Deepens


  FOLLOWING THEIR DISCOVERY AND EXCAVATION of the Money Pit down to thirty feet, McGinnis, Smith, and Vaughan finally told their mainland neighbors what they were up to and tried to enlist their help to continue the project. They were unsuccessful, partly because the hardworking farmers and fishermen of the area hadn’t the time for the task, but also because of local superstition surrounding Oak Island. In the years preceding the discovery, inhabitants of Chester, four miles across the bay, had reported seeing “strange lights” burning at night on the island. Some speculated that the island was being used as an occasional base by murderous pirates, while others hinted at supernatural forces of evil lurking on the island. According to one legend, two Chester fishermen several years earlier had rowed out to investigate the nocturnal lights. The men were never seen again. Even today there are people in the area who regard Oak Island with superstitious dread, a feeling fueled by the complexity of the underground workings and the island’s stubborn refusal to reveal its secret.


  Nevertheless, John Smith remained convinced that the island had been selected by someone at some earlier time to bury a treasure. So he built his house and began farming the eastern end of the island with the intention of eventually solving the mystery that lay beneath his property. Over the next few years he acquired several more lots on the island’s eastern end, while his fellow discoverer Daniel McGinnis took up farming on the island’s southwest corner. They left the Money Pit untouched for several years, though according to some early chronicles, the two men happened across additional evidence to indicate the place had been visited many years before. This included a copper coin dated 1713, a bosun’s whistle, and an iron ringbolt imbedded in a rock at Smith’s Cove.


  The mystery lay dormant until 1802, when Simeon Lynds, from the town of Onslow, at the head of Nova Scotia’s Bay of Fundy, was in Chester on business and met Anthony Vaughan. Lynds heard the story of the 1795 discovery and was immediately caught up by the mystery. He returned home and formed a company financed by some thirty businessmen from Onslow and the nearby town of Truro to provide money and equipment to excavate the Money Pit.
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  The consortium, known as the Onslow Company, included the three discoverers, McGinnis, Smith, and Vaughan, then in their twenties. They began work in the spring of 1803, first digging out the Money Pit, which had partially caved in over the preceding eight years. They were soon down to thirty feet, and by midsummer had excavated the pit to ninety feet. As had been the case during the initial discovery, tightly fitted oak log platforms were found at exact intervals of ten feet. If puzzled by these platforms, the Onslow Company was also intrigued by layers of charcoal, putty, and a brown fibrous material that covered some of the wooden tiers. At that time they had no idea that the fiber was from husks of coconut; nor did they know that there was a lot more of it under this island that lies about 1,500 miles north of the nearest coconut tree.


  The most mystifying clue awaited the workers at the ninety-foot level. Here, just before hitting another oak platform, they unearthed a large flat stone on which was engraved a strange inscription that none of them could decipher.


  The story of this stone and its eventual fate is one of the many frustrating footnotes to the Oak Island mystery. More than likely a stone with some sort of markings was found, for it is mentioned in all the early accounts of the Onslow Company’s operations, and was reportedly seen by hundreds of persons before it disappeared in 1919. For many years the stone was used by John Smith as a curio piece set into the fireplace of his home on Oak Island. There it was examined by many members of later search groups, including A. O. Creighton, who was a partner in the Halifax bookbinding firm of A. & H. Creighton. In 1865, while he was treasurer of an Oak Island search syndicate, Creighton brought the stone to Halifax, where it was displayed at his shop to attract prospective investors in the Oak Island project.


  About that time a professor of languages at Dalhousie University in Halifax claimed to have deciphered the code to read: “Forty feet below two million pounds are buried.” But people were skeptical of this enticingtranslation, since the stone was being used to promote the sale of stock in the Oak Island search. Nonetheless, three decades after that translation was made, a later search party did bore through some interesting anomalies forty feet and more below where the stone had been found.


  The last word on the stone itself comes from a March 27, 1935, affidavit by Harry W. Marshall, whose father had become a partner in the Creighton bookbinding firm after the death of A. O. Creighton in 1879. Marshall recalled seeing the stone from about 1890 till 1919 when the bookbinding business was closed and the stone was apparently discarded. Marshall stated: “The stone was about two feet long, fifteen inches wide and ten inches thick, and weighed about 175 pounds. It had two smooth surfaces, with rough sides with traces of cement attached to them (presumably from having been imbedded in John Smith’s fireplace). The block resembled dark Swedish granite or fine-grained porphyry, very hard, and with an olive tinge, and did not resemble any local stone. But there was no evidence of any inscription either cut or painted on the stone. Creighton used the stone for a beating stone and weight.” Other accounts state that the Creighton bookbinders had used the stone as a base on which to beat leather for at least three decades around the turn of the century. That fact, if true, would certainly have worn away the inscription. In 2015 members of Oak Island Tours Inc. searched the site of the long-demolished Creighton bookbinders shop on Upper Water Street in Halifax, but found no trace of the legendary stone.


  If a photograph or rubbing of the inscription was ever made, it has never come to light. The most recent recording of the two-line, forty-character cipher by someone who apparently saw the inscription is contained in a 1909 letter by an elderly schoolteacher from the town of Mahone Bay. The glyphs when translated into English plaintext letters, do indeed confirm the message reported by the Dalhousie professor. Yet the substitution letter-for-cipher code is so patently simple that one doubts its authenticity.
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  In September 1987, while having lunch with Joe Judge, senior associate editor of National Geographic magazine, I showed him a copy of the inscription. Intrigued, Judge took it back to his office. Within an hour he handed me his cryptanalysis of the message. His translation was identical to the one made by the Dalhousie professor.


  In 1976, at the request of treasure-hunting syndicate Triton Alliance Ltd., Stephen Matyas of IBM’s Crypto Competency Center in Manassas, Virginia, ran the inscription through the center’s code-breaking machines. He concluded that the simplistic message was “most likely a fraud” and “cannot be trusted.”


  So while it is almost certain that an inscribed stone was found at ninety feet in the Money Pit in 1803, it’s just as certain that the inscription as we know it today is a hoax, having been fabricated as investor bait in the 1860s. Nevertheless, many later searchers regarded the stone and its original cryptic message (whatever it was) as a key to the mystery of Oak Island. Whether that’s true or not, the authentic inscription may at least have been a clue indicating how to get around the ingenious trap that lay below it.


  After removing the stone and the wooden platform at ninety feet, the Onslow Company workers noticed that the earth was becoming soft and mushy. Yet they’d encountered no vein of sand or gravel that would indicate the possibility of a natural watercourse leading into the pit. According to the account in the Colonist: “At 93 feet [the water seepage] increased, and they had to take out one tub of water for two of earth. Still, they had no idea that anything was wrong.” With night coming on, they probed the bottom of the pit to see if they could strike anything below, and at a depth of ninety-eight feet, “they struck a hard impenetrable substance bound by the sides of the pit. Some supposed it was wood, and others called it a chest. They left for the night to resume operations in the morning, when they fully expected to solve the mystery.”


  But the next morning the diggers became the first to learn what the unknown engineer of Oak Island had in store for anyone who attempted to probe the depths of the Money Pit. The shaft, which during all those previous weeks of work had been dry, now contained about sixty feet of water. Discouraged but not defeated, they began bailing out the pit with buckets. Before long they realized their efforts were having no effect on the water level.


  At this point the Onslow Company discontinued the project, as most of the workers had to return to their farms to bring in the autumn hay. But Simeon Lynds, convinced that the treasure lay just below the wooden obstruction that had been probed at ninety-eight feet, had every intention of returning the following spring with a new plan of attack.


  The next year the Onslow Company was back, and again they confirmed the uselessness of trying to bail out the Money Pit. So they decided to circumvent the water by sinking a second shaft fourteen feet southeast of the Money Pit and tunneling from there to the supposed cache. This shaft was dug to a depth of 114 feet with no water problems. “At this stage,” said the Colonist, “they began to tunnel towards the old pit and got within two feet of it, having tunneled twelve, without encountering any hinderance. But at this time water oozed in upon them from the end of the tunnel and began to run in small streams. At length, the bank between the [Money] pit and tunnel giving away, they were obliged to effect an immediate retreat. And in less than two hours, water was standing in the new pit to the depth of 65 feet.”


  Again, bailing was futile, and this effectively put an end to the Onslow Company’s Oak Island expedition. Another forty-five years were to pass before anyone would again make a serious attempt to reach the elusive treasure.


  Most of the early reports don’t indicate whether the 1803–04 searchers realized what they were up against in trying to drain or circumvent the water in the Money Pit. But the workers must surely have noticed, as did others who followed them, that the water was salty and that the level in the two pits rose and fell with the surrounding tide. Thus, their bailing efforts were tantamount to recycling the ocean. But how was seawater able to penetrate the island’s hard-packed clay?


  Without realizing it, the Onslow group had broken a primitive yet effective hydraulic seal when they removed the tightly fitted wooden platforms, particularly the one at ninety feet, just beneath the stone with its indecipherable message. It would later be established that the designer of the Money Pit had expected and wanted them to do precisely that. The Onslow Company had tripped a booby trap that had been set approximately two hundred years earlier.


  CHAPTER THREE The Trap Is Uncovered


  AFTER THE ONSLOW COMPANY’S FAILURE to bring up any treasure, John Smith resumed farming his land on the eastern end of Oak Island, and at some point he filled in the two watery shafts. Much of the island was now being used by Smith and others as farm and grazing land as well as a source of timber. But the Money Pit and the frustrated attempts to reach its bottom became well known around Nova Scotia.


  Not until 1849 was a new group formed to take another crack at recovering the treasure. This syndicate was known as the Truro Company, named after the hometown of most of its participants. Daniel McGinnis had died by this time, but Smith and Vaughan (both in their seventies) as well as Simeon Lynds were still around to point out the exact location of the Money Pit. The first task was to reexcavate the original shaft. This was accomplished in twelve days down to a depth of eighty-six feet, at which point water began entering and the workers were driven out. Once again, bailing proved useless and work was temporarily suspended.


  Later that summer the Truro Company returned with a hand-operated pod auger of the type then used in prospecting for coal. The previously mentioned Jotham B. McCully was the drilling engineer. A platform was set up in the Money Pit at a depth of thirty feet, just above water level, and the inch-and-a-half-diameter drill pipe lowered to the bottom of the shaft. The work involved screwing a chisel-tipped auger into the earth and then removing cores of drilled material.


  The drilling program, which was to yield some interesting results, was recorded separately by McCully and another member of the Truro Company, and both versions generally corroborate one another. McCully, in a letter to a friend on June 2, 1862, and later in a report to another search syndicate says:


  
    We bored five holes, in the first of which we lost the only valve slugger we had. The second hole we bored struck the platform which the old [Onslow Company] diggers told us about—precisely at the depth they had told us they had struck it with a crowbar, 98 feet. After going through this platform, which was five inches thick and proved to be spruce, the auger dropped 12 inches and then went through four inches of oak; then it went through five inches of metal in pieces, but the auger failed to take any of it in except three links, resembling an ancient watch chain. It then went through eight inches of oak, which was thought to be the bottom of the first box and the top of the next; then 22 inches of [loose] metal, the same as before; then four inches of oak and six inches of spruce; then into clay seven feet without striking anything else. In the next [third] boring the platform was struck as before at 98 feet; passing through this the auger fell about 18 inches and came in contact with, as supposed, the side of a cask. On withdrawing the auger, several splinters of oak, such as might come from the side of an oak stave, and a small quantity of a brown fibrous substance, closely resembling the husk of a coconut, were brought up. The distance between the upper and lower platforms was found to be six feet.

  


  McCully described the chain that was brought up on the drill as “three small links which had apparently been forced from an epaulette. They were gold.”


  This was the first piece of tangible evidence that something of value was down in the Money Pit. Unfortunately, as McCully noted, the auger couldn’t pick up any of the loose metal struck at two distinct levels. The final two holes were drilled near the inside walls of the pit. These only brought up further evidence of the platforms and loose earth without striking the metal, although James McNutt in his 1867 account states that “three pieces of wire which was copper were brought up by the auger” from the fifth hole.


  If the workers couldn’t physically get to the pit’s watery bottom, they now had at least some idea of what was below the platform at ninety-eight feet: There appeared to be at least two large oaken chests filled with something metallic and laying one on top of the other at a depth of between 100 and 104 feet, after which there was another wooden platform spread across the pit at about the 105-foot level. Below that, in the seven additional feet they had drilled, the clay was loose, indicating that the Money Pit had originally been dug even deeper.


  Shortly after these encouraging results, the Truro Company sank several more exploratory holes into the bottom of the Money Pit. The reported findings were basically the same as before. But now an element of intrigue comes into the story. John Pitbladdo, a mining engineer from Truro, was the foreman on this crew and was in charge of examining the drill-core samples that were brought to the surface. One day, John Gammell, a major shareholder in the Truro Company, happened to be on the site and saw Pitbladdo take something off the end of the drill, examine it closely, and then slip it into his pocket. Gammell later said he asked Pitbladdo what he had found, but was told he would have to wait until the next Truro Company board meeting when Pitbladdo would show it to all the directors.


  Pitbladdo never showed up at that meeting; in fact, he was never seen on the island again. But he presumably had found something that convinced him there was treasure in the Money Pit. Nova Scotia provincial records show that on August 1, 1849, John Pitbladdo and an associate, Charles D. Archibald, who was manager of the Acadia Iron Works at Londonderry, Nova Scotia, applied to the lieutenant general of the province for a license to dig for treasure on Oak Island. They received permission several days later, but their license was limited to “ungranted and unoccupied lands on Oak Island.” The two men then made a determined but unsuccessful attempt to purchase John Smith’s land.


  Nothing more came of Pitbladdo’s scheme to get control of the search area. Several years later Archibald moved to England and Pitbladdo was rumored to have died either in a gold mine or railway construction accident in the 1850s. However, in a second edition (1895) of DesBrisay’s History of the County of Lunenburg, reference is made to a James Pitblado Sr., a mining engineer from Truro, who in 1875 was superintendent of a coal-prospecting venture in Chester. This could well have been John Pitbladdo, since in most written accounts of Oak Island he was incorrectly referred to as James Pitblado. In any case, no one, other than Archibald, ever learned what was brought up from the Money Pit on that summer day in 1849.


  The next summer the Truro Company decided to sink another shaft about ten feet northwest of the Money Pit. The intention again was to try to reach the treasure cache by lateral tunneling or, failing that, at least to use the new hole as a connecting pumping shaft to help lower the water level in the Money Pit. No water was encountered in this new shaft down to 109 feet, at which point the workers began tunneling toward the Money Pit. An account by Adams A. Tupper, one of the diggers in this operation, states: “Just before reaching that point [under the Money Pit], the water burst in and the workmen fled for their lives, and in 20 minutes there was 45 feet of water in the new pit.” Two pumping gins, each powered by two horses, were set up over the Money Pit and the new shaft. According to Tupper, the pumping “was carried on night and day for about a week, but all in vain, the only difference being that with doubled appliances the water could be kept at a lower level than formerly.”


  It was now obvious that a huge volume of seawater was somehow entering the Money Pit at about the 100-foot level. Moreover, the flooding wasn’t sporadic or accidental, since the two shafts that had been dug close to the Money Pit were in the same type of hard clay and went 100 feet deep without striking water. Only when they were connected to the Money Pit did they become flooded. And if the subterranean water channel that intersected the Money Pit was natural, then whoever originally dug the pit would have encountered it and been forced to abandon the project. Yet it was known that wooden platforms had been laid across the pit all the way down to at least 105 feet—something that could not possibly have been done in a flooded shaft.


  At about this time someone noticed that at low tide in Smith’s Cove, approximately five hundred feet east of the Money Pit, a small stream of water was trickling from the bank; it too was salt water. So a search was made of Smith’s Cove beach, and this led to an amazing discovery. The entire beach was artificial!


  Almost as soon as the workers started shoveling into the sand and gravel beach between the high- and low-tide lines, they came across a bed of brown fibrous material similar to that found in the Money Pit. It was coconut fiber; masses of it in a layer several inches deep covered an area of 145 feet along the shore from the high- to low-tide lines. Below this was another layer of four to five inches of decayed eel grass also spread uniformly across the same area. Underneath the fiber and eel grass was a tightly packed mass of beach rocks, free of sand and gravel.


  The Truro Company’s next step was to build a stone and clay coffer-dam in order to hold back the tides. This took several weeks. When it was completed and the area was water-free, the rocks just inside the dam were removed. Here the workers found that the clay sea bottom had been dug out and replaced with a series of well-constructed box drains, or catch basins. They were made of twin rows of rock about eight inches apart and covered with flat slabs of stone interspaced to allow water to seep along their length. The elongated drains were situated across the width of the false beach at the low-water line and converged, like the fingers of a hand, at a common point near the shore. An account by one of the diggers described the stones as having “been prepared with a hammer and mechanically laid to prevent caving.”
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  The workers began dismantling the drains, starting at the cofferdam and working back toward the shore. They noticed that the drainage system sloped downward as it approached the shore, and when they were only halfway back, they were already working five feet below the original beach. At this point an Atlantic gale accompanied by unusually high tides washed away their cofferdam.


  To rebuild it was considered too time-consuming and expensive, so a new plan was proposed. The Truro group had been able to expose only about half of the outer end of the drainage network and hadn’t found the common point to which the drains apparently led. But they now had some indication of where the tunnel from the sea entered the island on its way to the Money Pit. Their plan therefore was to sink a shaft about one hundred feet inland from Smith’s Cove in the hope of intersecting and plugging the flood tunnel.


  This new shaft was dug to seventy-five feet before the workers realized that they must have missed the water tunnel. Moving about twelve feet to the south, another shaft was begun. This time, at a depth of thirty-five feet, they came to a large boulder. As soon as they started prying it out, they encountered a rush of water. Within minutes the hole was flooded to sea level. They had found the tunnel. To block the drain, they partially refilled the shaft and drove wood pilings into its bottom. They were satisfied that they had short-circuited the trap that had prevented them from finding what was in the Money Pit.


  They went back to bailing the Money Pit. With the pumping gins working continuously, the water was lowered slightly, but it returned to sea level as soon as bailing ceased. Evidently, the tunnel from Smith’s Cove hadn’t been totally blocked. Or there was another possibility. According to McCully, the intersection of the flood tunnel near Smith’s Cove had “slackened the flow of water into the old Money Pit, but did not stop it altogether, thereby inducing us to believe there might be another drain.” McCully was beginning to comprehend the scope of the Oak Island workings, but he was still far from guessing the whole story.


  McCully reported that in the fall of 1850 a new shaft was sunk 112 feet deep and slightly to the west of the Money Pit, to which it was connected by a tunnel. This shaft, too, was quickly flooded.


  This setback effectively put an end to the Truro group’s work on the island. They tried the following spring (1851) to raise additional funds to continue operations. But the syndicate backers, discouraged by the obstacles encountered in the previous two years, weren’t prepared to throw good money after bad, and the company was dissolved. Yet most of its members were certain that a great, if seemingly unattainable, treasure lay beneath the surface of Oak Island.


  Despite their failure to recover the treasure, the Truro Company had learned a lot about the island that would be useful to later searchers. They had found evidence (which would later be confirmed) that someone had redesigned Smith’s Cove into a gigantic feeder system capable of channeling the Atlantic Ocean at a rate of 600 gallons per minute into the Money Pit through a 500-foot-long stone-walled tunnel. The tunnel, which was 4 feet high and 2½ feet wide, sloped downhill on a 22 percent gradient from the shore to meet the Money Pit at a depth of 111 to 115 feet. Since the Smith’s Cove catch basins lay between the high- and low-water marks, there was some tidal effect in the Money Pit and the surrounding shafts. The Truro workers observed a rise and fall of about 18 inches in the Money Pit water level, or a ratio of one-to-four to the normal 6-foot tidal range of Mahone Bay. Moreover, the drains in the feeder system were cleverly prevented from silting up by a mammoth sponge filter composed of eel grass and coconut fiber.


  The fiber, which occasionally is still dug up under the island’s offshore silt, has indisputably been identified as coir, the material found between the nut and outer husk of the coconut. Botanists several times identified it as such in the 1880s. In 1916 a sample of it was submitted to the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., for analysis. The Smithsonian reported that the material was “undoubtedly from the fibrous husks surrounding a coconut” and added that “this fiber is especially resistant to the effects of sea water, and under the conditions in which it was found [in Smith’s Cove] might have been there for several hundred years.” The Smithsonian came up with the same result when more of the fiber was found in 1930. It has also been confirmed by analysis of samples uncovered in recent years.


  While this use as a filtering agent seems unique, coconut fiber was commonly used during the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries as dunnage on sailing ships. It was laid on the bottom of the cargo holds as an absorption material to prevent water damage, and was also packed between casks and crates to inhibit shifting and breakage.


  To build this elaborate water trap, the unknown engineer of Oak Island would first have had to erect a cofferdam around Smith’s Cove. (McCully mentions that “the remains of an old dam was seen outside of the place where we found the drain and tunnel to the shore.” This indicates that the Truro Company’s dam, even if it had held, probably wasn’t built far enough out to encompass the whole drainage system.) Once the Money Pit, tunnel, drains, and rock-covered filter system were in place, the cofferdam was destroyed, thus setting the trap.


  Clearly, the Money Pit with its wooden hydraulic seals worked on the same principle as a thumb-capped drinking straw dipped into a glass of water. Remove the thumb, and the water in the straw rises to the level in the glass. Such an elaborate system would have been constructed only to hide something of great value for a considerable length of time. But the full complexity of the system had yet to be discovered.


  CHAPTER FOUR The Money Pit Collapses


  IT WAS TEN YEARS AFTER THE DISSOLUTION of the Truro Company before another syndicate resumed the search. Meanwhile, John Smith’s twenty-four-acre property (Lots 15 through 20) on Oak Island’s eastern end, which included the Money Pit and Smith’s Cove, was acquired by Anthony Graves. That, together with other lots he’d previously purchased, made Graves the island’s largest landowner. His farmhouse was on the north side of the island at Joudrey’s Cove. (Its foundation can still be seen.) Other than receiving a lease fee for the use of his land, Graves wasn’t involved with the 1860s treasure-hunting groups. But it was later rumored that he may have stumbled across something of value on his property prior to his death in 1888.


  On April 3, 1861, the Oak Island Association was formed in Truro “for the purposes of making excavation on Oak Island in search of Hidden Treasures.” The corporate secretary was Jotham McCully, who had been with the Truro syndicate of 1849–50. Some of the other backers also had participated in the Truro group. Under its charter the association had an issued capital of one hundred shares sold at $20 apiece, though this was added to several times in the next three years. Most of the funds were used for a large labor force, enticed to the island with the then-decent wage of $18 a month plus board and traveling expenses.


  The first job was to clear out and recrib the Money Pit, which had partially caved in over the years. The water was bailed out easily and the pit reopened to 88 feet, though no deeper, as the muddy clay below that seemed to be effectively blocking any heavy flooding from Smith’s Cove. Next, a new shaft was dug about 25 feet east of the Money Pit with the intention of intercepting the water tunnel. But it was abandoned at 120 feet after it had obviously missed the tunnel.


  The workers then began another shaft about 18 feet west of the Money Pit and 118 feet deep. A tunnel 4 feet high by 3 feet wide was driven from its bottom to the Money Pit in the hope of striking the treasure vault.


  McCully, in a letter written the following year, says this tunnel “entered the old Money Pit a little below the lower platform [the one bored through at 105 feet in 1849] where we found the soft clay spoken of in the [1849] boring. The tunnel was unwisely driven through the old [Money] pit until it nearly reached the east pipe, when the water started, apparently coming above on the east side.” He then notes that three days of continuous bailing with a horse-operated pumping gin failed to reduce the water in the newly dug shaft. Moreover, water was again seeping up through the Money Pit itself.


  A mammoth bailing operation was set up under the direction of George Mitchell, the superintendent of works. With a total of sixty-three men and thirty-three horses working in shifts, pumping gins were erected over the Money Pit and two other shafts
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