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There is, one knows not what sweet mystery about this sea, whose gently awful stirrings seem to speak of some hidden soul beneath.

— Herman Melville
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FOREWORD


A striking curved roof, evocative of steep ocean waves, marks the Columbia River Maritime Museum. My office at the museum is within sight of the infamous Columbia River Bar, which has laid waste to countless sailors, boats, and ships from the time the earliest indigenous peoples paddled the Big River, or Wimahl in the Chinookan language, in their canoes until the present day.


Inside, a great wall map labeled “Graveyard of the Pacific” depicts the area around the mouth of the Columbia River. Stylized boat symbols mark the locations of fifty shipwrecks, only a fraction of the true number but enough to overwhelm visitors, who are frequently seen staring in wonder at the immensity of the loss that has occurred so close to where they stand.


The ability to devise methods of traveling across waters to other lands proved irresistible to ancient peoples across the globe. Various types of boats, beginning with rafts and dugout canoes, appear in both the archaeological and earliest written records of many civilizations. For millennia, men have taken to the sea, and for millennia, there they have died, their boats swamped and capsized or battered and torn by waves on rocks or sand.


The resulting shipwrecks have captured the imagination of storytellers and listeners, and readers, from the beginning; the fascination is well documented in literature throughout recorded history. See A. E. Stallings’s excellent essay “Shipwreck Is Everywhere” (Hudson Review, Autumn 2017). The enduring appeal of a well-told tale of terror and loss on the high seas explains the surprising success of Canadian singer/songwriter Gordon Lightfoot’s “Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald”: “Does any one know where the love of God goes, when the waves turn the minutes to hours?”


Shipwrecks fascinate by combining a number of subjects that individually have long fascinated us, as reflected in literature and art: the sea, ships, sailing, exploration, adventure, storms, terror, and loss. When extensive documentation exists, in the form of the accounts of survivors, rescuers, and other eyewitnesses, we are enthralled by the true stories. In the absence of witnesses, our imaginations are set free to create the howling wind, the sound of the breakers growing louder, the terror of feeling the ship break apart under one’s feet, the despairing realization that no help is coming, and the final capitulation to the tumbling, cold salt water.


If we are fortunate, historians, researchers, and archaeologists are able to find and study physical remains, as well as a written historical record, and slowly piece together a credible understanding of the ship, its crew, and the events that led to the wreck and aftermath. The physical study of the wreck adds to our knowledge of ship design and construction and other aspects of the scholarly record. For the general public, the human element is often more intriguing, and the focus of storytelling. When the technical and human aspects come together, a compelling story results.


With this new, well-told volume, the Maritime Archaeological Society (MAS) brings us nine such compelling stories. I applaud MAS’s authors for their excellent work in bringing these very distinct shipwrecks so vividly to life, and nurturing our hunger for learning about our past.


One might presume that modern technology has made shipwrecks a rarity; on the contrary, in 2017 alone ninety-four large ships, and countless smaller vessels, were lost at sea worldwide. After a thirty-year career as a U.S. Coast Guard helicopter pilot, searching desolate debris fields for survivors, usually fruitlessly, and rescuing thankful survivors from boats in their death throes, I can testify to these truths: The sea remains unforgiving in its violence; ships remain breakable objects when subject to the sea’s fury and careless treatment by their crews; and even the most experienced sailors remain fallible in their judgment. I have no doubt that a hundred years from now, a revised edition of Shipwrecks of the Pacific Northwest will recount new tragedies in the Graveyard of the Pacific on vessels not yet built today.


Captain Bruce Jones, U.S. Coast Guard (Retired) Former Commander, Coast Guard Sector Columbia River Deputy Director, Columbia River Maritime Museum, Astoria, Oregon



   
      
PREFACE


It is difficult to decide when it is time to take all of the knowledge you have been collecting and turn it into a book. The Maritime Archaeological Society was a relatively new organization in June of 2018 when it was approached about providing a new look at local shipwrecks. Our core board members and researchers are all avid consumers of history. We are often frustrated with the way most of the books upheld as the definitive authorities on Northwest shipwrecks list no sources for their own research. Additionally, most of the books were written before archives and newspapers throughout the world began digitizing their collections and before Google began its initiative to make tens of millions of books and magazines available online. There are a couple of books on the Graveyard of the Pacific from the twenty-first century, but they tend to finish the same way. The stories end with the immediate aftermath of the shipwreck. As archaeologists, we want to know more about what happens to the tangible remains. Since we were seeking out these wrecks as part of our mission anyway, we decided to cannonball into the deep and write up what we hope is a helpful addition to the body of research on shipwrecks of Oregon and Washington. MAS is indebted to all of the primary researchers and contributing writers who helped make this book a reality: Scott Williams, Jeff Smith, Christopher Dewey, Tod Lundy, Jim Sharpe, Jeff Groth, and Robert Johnson.




INTRODUCTION


The Pacific Northwest has no shortage of shipwrecks. The stormy, rocky coastline and perilous river bars are often referred to as the Graveyard of the Pacific. The area stretches from Tillamook Bay on the northern coast of Oregon to the top of Vancouver Island in British Columbia. Thousands of ships have met their end here, and many of those ships have dramatic tales of heroism, death, and survival. Some books about shipwrecks in the region are thorough surveys of available archival materials, while others speculate about fantastical ship battles and buried pirate treasure. But where did those wrecks really end up? What is left of them today?


Standing on the beach, it is nearly impossible to believe a shipwreck might be directly underfoot. The hard, compact sand feels solid and permanent. To the human eye, it appears low and even, far up and down the beach. Then one night, when no one is watching, the surging tide of a big winter storm scrapes away that sand, revealing one hundred feet of wooden ribs from an old ship. A row of evenly spaced frames still point inward where the ship came to rest nearly perpendicular to the shoreline over a hundred years ago. It is easy now to imagine a ship plowing toward the beach from the sea on a long-ago dark, foggy night. Standing over the remains of the shipwreck is like looking at a skeleton in an opened tomb, revealing the long-hidden bones after whatever tragedy took away that life. The bones of the ship are saying they have more story left to tell.


Physical evidence of shipwrecks on beaches, underwater, and in museums provide a corporeal link to history. The Maritime Archaeological Society (MAS) investigates and documents this physical evidence, sharing findings with the public and the state. When the interest of the public and the press is generated, the attention can help sway state historic preservation agencies to consider maritime sites a cultural resource worthy of protection. The group, MAS, was formed after seeing a need for a coordinated group of professional archaeologists and volunteers to document as well as advocate for shipwrecks and other submerged archaeological sites in the region. According to Dr. Dennis Griffin, archaeologist with the Oregon State Historic Preservation Office, there are over 3,000 shipwrecks off the coast of Oregon alone, while the number of reported shipwreck sites is just over 300. The list of sites verified by archaeologists is even smaller, numbering only around 140.1


A shipwreck goes through a lifecycle, beginning with the circumstances leading up to the wreck and ending when there are no physical remains left. Keith Muckelroy laid out the basics of what is called a shipwreck “site formation process” in his definitive 1978 book, Maritime Archaeology. It begins with the pre-impact conditions. For example, there may have been a big storm or mechanical problems that contributed to the disaster. Next, it is important to know about the impact of the crash and rescue of the persons on board. Learning details of the wreck from firsthand witness accounts helps explain what really happened to the ship. The ship may have, for instance, broken into multiple pieces as she went down. Whether or not there were salvage operations is important too. A wrecked ship may have been refloated, leaving nothing on the impact site to find. Metal hull plating may have been removed and sold. A wooden shipwreck may have been burned to expose valuable metal. It is important to know what may be left to document.


With the passage of time, a wreck left in place becomes an archaeological site. Perishables on the wreck site disintegrate and the seabed moves around. The shifting sands may routinely uncover and rebury parts of the ship. Perhaps a maritime archaeology team might one day circle around what remains, observing the distribution of materials and taking measurements.


Many shipwrecks are concentrated where the Columbia River narrows to a powerful funnel and meets the Pacific Ocean. At three miles wide and six miles long, the mouth of the river is considered one of the most dangerous stretches of water in the world. The area has shallow shoals and narrow sand deposits called spits everywhere, sometimes lurking just under the water. The Oregon State Marine Board details some of these perils. Just south of the Columbia River is Clatsop Spit. A state-issued guide to boating the Columbia River Bar states that “during flood currents and slacks, it may be relatively calm, with only a gentle swell breaking far in on the spit. Yet 5 or 10 minutes later, when the current has started to ebb, it can become extremely treacherous, with breakers extending far out toward the channel.” On the north side is Peacock Spit, where the waves “break from three different directions. If you lose power on the bar during an ebb current, your vessel will be carried into Peacock Spit.”


Columbia River Bar pilots have helped guide big ships in and out of the river since at least the early 1800s, when Chinook Chief Concomly regularly met incoming Hudson’s Bay Company ships. His large cedar dugout canoe, with twenty paddlers, was efficient at navigating the treacherous waters of the Wimahl, or Big River. Concomly was a legendary figure in the area. Depictions of the chief show him with one eye and sometimes wearing a British red coat.


The Pacific Northwest waters generally have two high tides and two low tides each day. Water moves downstream away from shore during an ebb current, and upstream toward shore during a flood current. Ebb currents can be very strong, especially when runoff is feeding into the river. The US Coast Guard recommends crossing the bar during two key times. It is safest to cross during a slack tide, or during a flood tide, when conditions are usually the calmest. The river bar, or river entrance, is where the outgoing ebb current interacts with the ocean currents and sea swells.


Weather can be brutal in the region, especially when it comes to winter storms during the rainy season. The Pacific coast is a lee shore, meaning the waves, winds, and currents all invariably push unwary vessels toward the land, sometimes with disastrous results. Many Pacific Northwest shipwreck stories start out with sailors setting out in fair conditions and suddenly finding themselves trapped in a wild squall. Swells can come out of nowhere to toss ships around, and strong winds can blow them off course.


Winter storms can be helpful too. Strong tides sometimes uncover long-forgotten shipwrecks and artifacts, as was the case with two carronades from the wreck of the 1846 navy schooner USS Shark found on a beach in 2008. Changing conditions under the water can also alter what we think we know about a wreck. Additional wreckage uncovered at the National Register of Historic Places–listed site of the 1830 Hudson’s Bay Company shipwreck Isabella has provided evidence that it might be an entirely different ship instead.


Remains of a ship, once uncovered, begin to go through changes. Underwater or in the tide line, waves can move everything around. On land, it might be exposure to the elements or curious humans that alter a wreck. For those of us on land who seek out shipwrecks, winter storms can completely uncover a long-forgotten shipwreck on the beach one day and then move, destroy, or bury the remains the next day, leaving no trace. Shipwreck documentarians often have to run out to investigate a site quickly before it is gone. When trying to tell the story of a wreck, it is a dynamic graveyard, a race against time and the elements.


Nearly everyone loves being near the ocean. Its vastness both isolates us and connects us to other places. The varying hues of blue are mesmerizing, while the smell of the salt air and the sound of the waves can have calming effects. The Pacific Northwest coastline, with its rugged shoreline trimmed by Douglas fir and cedar trees, is windy, foggy, and damp. But for some of us, there is no place we would rather be standing on this earth.


The deep, unknowable darkness of the water at night and the unrelenting swells of the waves are experiences only those who have spent time at sea can fully understand. Understanding how the sea makes us feel is material that has been explored by poets for ages: Kipling, Tennyson, Neruda. The experience of living through a shipwreck is something most of us can scarcely imagine. Ovid is quoted as saying, “The man who has experienced shipwreck shudders even at a calm sea.”


It would take several more books and lifetimes of research to cover the maritime history of the entire Graveyard of the Pacific. This book will focus on the southern portion of the graveyard from Rockaway Beach, just north of Tillamook Bay in Oregon, up to North Cove near Willapa Bay in Washington. It will cover the span of time from a Spanish galleon, Santo Cristo de Burgos, which wrecked before the last big Northwest mega-earthquake and tsunami in 1700, to a cargo ship named Mauna Ala, bound for Pearl Harbor just before the onset of American involvement in World War II.


Nonfiction does not need to be dry and colorless. Maritime history becomes palpable when its vivid stories are brought to life. The tales of people who lived and died at the mercy of the seas can be understood through their ships, their words, and by the events that shaped their lives. What follows are stories of heroism, bad luck, and all of the dramatic perils the sea has to offer. We will add to those stories by examining what tangible legacies remain today and what might still be out there, waiting to be found.


Jennifer Kozik
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SANTO CRISTO DE BURGOS SPANISH GALLEON AND BEESWAX WRECK MYSTERY AT NEHALEM, 1693–94


The Pacific Northwest was one of the last places in North America to be explored and settled by Europeans and Americans. Occasional brief visits of exploration and trade were made to the region during the later years of the eighteenth century, but the first permanent white settlement in the area was not until 1811. In that year, the fur-trading post of Astoria was founded near the mouth of the Columbia River. The fur traders endured a relatively isolated existence, relying on the goodwill of their Native American neighbors to bring furs and other goods to trade. Furs from the Pacific Northwest were shipped primarily to China. Known as “soft gold,” the fur trade was a lucrative business while it lasted. Animals hunted for their fur, such as the beaver and otter, were nearly driven to extinction in the nineteenth century.


Among the items brought to trade at Fort Astoria by the Clatsop and Nehalem Indians were large, molded cakes of beeswax stamped with unusual symbols, numbers, and Latin letters. Knowing beeswax was not a locally available item, the traders asked the Nehalem and Clatsop about the source of the beeswax blocks and candles. The Indians said a large ship had wrecked on the beach at the Nehalem River many years prior to the arrival of the fur traders. The Nehalem River, about forty miles south of Astoria, is separated from the Pacific Ocean by a long, narrow sand spit. Prior to the introduction of nonnative beach grass and other plant species, the spit consisted of a series of low sand dunes that migrated across the spit with the prevailing winds, alternately exposing and burying the beeswax blocks, candles, and wrecked timbers of the ship.


[image: 1565 illustration of a galleon.]


1565 illustration of a galleon.


[image: A molded block of beeswax, stamped with a symbol, found at Nehalem Spit. Courtesy of the Clatsop County Historical Society, Astoria. Photographer Jennifer Kozik]


A molded block of beeswax, stamped with a symbol, found at Nehalem Spit. Courtesy of the Clatsop County Historical Society, Astoria. Photographer Jennifer Kozik


In the middle of the twentieth century, Oregon State Parks began planting nonnative beach grass to make the spit more attractive for camping and recreation. With the beach grass trapping sand and preventing its movement, the dune on the seaward face of the spit rose from twenty to twenty-five feet in height to over forty-five feet high today. The dunes behind the seaward dune, on the river and bay side of the spit, are also locked in place by a mix of the beach grass, shore pines, and inadvertently introduced Scotch broom. There is no longer any wreckage or beeswax to be seen on the beach or spit, although pieces are occasionally found during construction in Nehalem Bay State Park or the nearby town of Manzanita.


The fur trader accounts are the first written record of what became an enduring Oregon mystery. Questions grew as to when the ship wrecked at Nehalem, where she had come from, where she was going, and most curious of all, why the ship had been carrying so much beeswax in the form of large candles and strangely marked cakes. The beeswax blocks and candles were scattered for miles over the spit and shores of the Nehalem River, including up into the lower Nehalem Valley. The majority of this material was found at elevations above the highest tide line, and often quite a distance inland from the ocean and river. Beeswax was also found on beaches to the north and south of Nehalem, but in much lower quantities and always in areas reached by ocean waves.


So much beeswax was scattered over Nehalem Spit and the lower valley that collecting beeswax to sell became a source of income for early settlers in the area, and its occurrence was remarked upon by nearly every visitor to the coast. The Beeswax Wreck, as it was called, and her cargo were the topics of much speculation in the scientific and popular press throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The amount of beeswax was so large that many observers were convinced that the wax must be a natural deposit of mineral wax rather than the cargo of a ship.1


To the early fur traders and later American settlers of the nineteenth century, and even into the twentieth century, the presence of a so-called ancient wreck on the shore of the Nehalem Spit was a continuing source of intrigue. The wreck was “ancient” in that she had obviously been there decades or even centuries prior to settlement of the coast by European and American immigrants. Questions about the origin of the mystery vessel and her cargo, as


[image: Nehalem Spit in 1939, prior to introduced vegetation that locked the sand dunes in place. Courtesy of Mark Beach]









































[image: Projectile point found at Willapa Bay, Washington, made from porcelain from Santo Cristo. Courtesy of Lyle Nakonechny]

















[image: A drilling derrick built at Nehalem in the early twentieth century to drill for oil that was assumed to be the source of the beeswax. Courtesy of Mark Beach]
















[image: A broken fragment of Kangxi porcelain found in the tsunami deposit on Nehalem Spit. Courtesy of Oregon State Parks]














[image: Fragments of porcelain are still occasionally found by beachcombers in the area. Courtesy of Scott Williams]









ABOUT THE MARITIME ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY


The mission of the Maritime Archaeological Society is to seek out, investigate, and document shipwrecks as well as other maritime archaeological sites and to educate the public in areas of maritime cultural heritage, historic shipwreck preservation, and the science of maritime archaeology. The idea for the organization began with several leaders of the Beeswax Wreck Project. With a nonprofit based in Oregon, the team searching for the galleon would be able to apply for state and local grants to help fund the project. Knowing there are thousands of other shipwrecks out there and a shortage of volunteers trained in maritime archaeological survey techniques, an ambitious mission was started to help document shipwrecks and other local submerged archaeological sites in the Pacific Northwest and beyond.


MAS is a citizen science organization working to preserve maritime heritage for everyone. The group is made up of professional archaeologists who donate their time alongside trained volunteers to conduct surveys, both offshore and on land, adding to the public records filed with the State Historic Preservation Office. Volunteers are provided with training in recording maritime heritage and archaeology ethics. MAS does not collect or keep artifacts from wrecks. Artifacts are the property of the public and held in public trust to be displayed.


We work in coordination with state archaeologists and the state park systems. When we record shipwrecks we take only photographs and measurements, leaving the site untouched. It is part of what draws some of us to maritime archaeology. Traditional dirt archaeology is destructive by nature. When significant items do need to be removed for preservation, as was the case with the carronades from Shark, state agencies generally take over the task.


While the flagship project remains the Beeswax Wreck, which began nearly ten years prior to the formation of the Maritime Archaeological Society, the organization has been involved in many other projects. Requests for assistance come from individuals, local historical organizations, governmental organizations, and the National Park Service. Dozens of volunteers have been trained in maritime archaeology techniques, historical research, remote sensing, and remotely operated vehicle (ROV) operations.


Web: maritimearchaeological.org


Instagram: mas_maritime


Facebook: MaritimeArchaeologicalSociety


Twitter: mas_maritime


Contact: info@maritimearchaeological.org
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