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Notes from the Prez ï  
Steven Anthony  

MAHS conducted its Introductory Course in 

Underwater Archaeology again this winter for the 32nd 

consecutive year! A shout out to all the instructors who 

have made this course so successful for so many years. 

The 2020 class included a wonderful group of engaged 

divers with an interest in learning about the science and 

techniques of underwater archaeology and the role 

recreational divers can play in the protection and 

preservation of historic shipwrecks. It was a pleasure to 

see that several families were attending the classes.  

However, the Coronavirus pandemic created 

challenges to completion of the course this year. In mid-

March, MAHS received an announcement from Fairfax 

County school system that it was closing McLean High 

School, where we conduct our live classes, as part of 

their effort to stem the spread of the Coronavirus. In 

response, the MAHS Board of Directors acted quickly to 

convert the last four classes of the course to a 

combination of Zoom presentations and Google Drive.  

Fortunately, this conversion went smoothly, and we 

thank all of our dedicated instructors for their 

unwavering support. The last four classes proceeded in 

an online, virtual format and were successfully presented 

as scheduled. The only casualty was our Pool Session, 

which the MAHS Board determined to cancel.  

The final step in the MAHS certification process is 

the MAHS Field School which had been planned for 

Pickles Reef in the Florida Keys from June 25 through 

June 28.  After consulting the various pronouncements 

from Divers Alert Network, consultations with Rob 

Blesser of Quiescence Diving Services, Inc. in Key 

Largo, Florida and others, the Board of Directors 

concluded that protecting our students from Covid-19 

infection relied too much on untested rental tank 

cleaning procedures, the need for social distancing on 

the dive boat and the uncertainty of travel and 

accommodations. Therefore, the MAHS Board of 

Directors made the difficult decision to postpone the 

Field School until the Fall of 2020. At that time we 

expect to have a better handle on the status of Covid-19 

risks and our students will have had the opportunity to 

recover from the financial impact relating to the state 

mandated Stay-at-Home orders. 

The year 2020 has also been one of important 

transitions for the field of maritime archaeology 

generally and for MAHS specifically. We learned that 

Maria del Pilar Luna Erreguerena, a pioneer in the field 

of underwater archaeology, who founded the Division of 

Underwater Archaeology at the Mexican National 

Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH), died on 

March 15. Among many firsts, Pilar was recognized for 

her strong stand opposing treasure hunters working in 

Mexican waters and for her role in the ratification and   
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local steamer that linked Saint-Pierre and Fort-de-

France; the Roraima, a 2,700-ton, 110-meter 

propeller ship with a 6-meter draft, built by 

Aitken & Maud shipyard of Glasgow for the 

Quebec Steamship Company in 1883; and the 

Tamaya, a 495-ton Cape Horner, built in 1862 

and identified thanks to the recovery of its bell in 

1985.  Four other wooden-built sailing ships are 

referenced in archives but have not been 

conclusively identified: they include Teresa Lo 

Vico, North America, Clementina, and Gabrielle.  

But in spite of the number and variety of 

wrecks in the Saint-Pierre harbor, archaeological 

and historical research has remained 

underdeveloped.  While initial research efforts 

began in the 1970s, magnetometer surveys in the 

1990s were the first to locate many of the wrecks 

that resulted from the 1902 eruption.  Yet, a study 

by Serge Veuve, in a volume for the Ministry of 

Culture and Communication in 1999 that recorded 

some of these findings, still noted the general lack 

of concerted research.  Since then, terrestrial 

archaeology in Saint-Pierre has increased 

significantly, primarily due to development-led 

projects.  Yet underwater archaeology has 

continued to lag behind. 

In 2013, a new archaeological survey was 

undertaken by DRASSM, the Department of 

Underwater and Submarine Archaeological 

Research of the French Ministry of Culture, to 

pinpoint the sites of shipwrecks and analyze 

anomalies in the bay.  The team used side-scan 

sonar and was able to image much of the area. 

The survey was concentrated in the four-to-thirty-

meter depth zone, although other, deeper areas 

were investigated in the vicinity of the deepest known 

site, the Tamaya at 85 meters.  The result was a final 

document mapping most of the bay and showing the 

main anomalies and targets. The wrecks of 1902 were 

precisely located and visualized (orientations of the 

ships, shapes of the wrecks, and dispersion of the 

remains). The survey provided more than 50 targets to 

be tested by diving. These are assumed to be anchors, 

other structures, or unknown wrecks. As a result of the 

broader attention paid to underwater heritage in 2012, 

the main concentration of ship remains was protected 

from ship moorings and anchors by buoys indicating the 

wreckage area. 

 

his state of research in Saint-Pierre Bay offers an 

excellent opportunity to reflect on the processes of 

underwater site formation.  Due to the topography of the 

bay and the lack of a coral reef, the dominant mechanism 

for on-going site development appears to be underwater 

erosion from swell and cyclonic waves.  Sedimentation 

is rapid, which can result in site burial and good 

preservation, while major storms often represent very 

different processes that can expose features and disrupt 

artifact distributions or alternatively, bury them with 

sediment. 

Several sites illustrate the range of processes at 

work in the bay.  Most of the wrecks from the 1902 

eruption are located close to their mooring area at depths 

from 30 meters to 85 meters.  A general trend is noted in 

their orientations, with the wrecks presenting their bows 

to the coast toward the source of the eruption, although it 

is uncertain whether this was directly attributable to the 

blast.  Iron vessels with surviving structure and high 

reliefðfrom decks to masts or frames and hullsðhave 

not in some instances been fully buried, even though 

their deterioration is continuing, as in the case of the 

Roraima.  In seeming contrast, wooden vessels typically 

have only lower features of hulls, such as quick-works or 

spirketting, sheathing, or rudders, surviving.  

Occasionally, as in the Biscaye and the presumed 

Theresa Lo Vico, cargo (raw material, tiles, concrete 

T 

Archaeological projects and shipwrecks in the Saint-Pierre 

Harbor. Map by the author. 
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barrels) is present.  We can distinguish ships that sank at 

different stages of the eruption.  Vessels such as the 

Diamant or the Biscaye may have sunk during the blast.  

Others, with burned wooden planks or that contain 

melted ceramic or glass artifacts, appear to have burned 

before sinking, as in the case of Theresa Lo Vico, where 

melted glass has been found, or Roraima, which burned 

for three days before sinking. 

 

he case of the Guinguette wreck, named for the 

beach near which it was found at the south end of 

the bay, contrasts with the wrecks from 1902.  This 

unidentified vessel lies very close to the shore in 4-to-5 

meters of water in a sublittoral location and could not be 

reached by side scan-sonar.  The wreck is oriented 

parallel to the shoreline on a flat bottom.  Erosion had at 

one time left the site visible, but Hurricane Maria, which 

struck in September 2017, reburied the hull features.  

Before the passage of the storm, the stern area and bolts 

along the central axis of the ship were visible.  In a test 

trench across the center of the wreck, the starboard side 

of the hull and what may be upper deck features were 

found under a 50-centimeter layer of sediment.  In this 

area, structure and artifacts were well preserved.  

Although the ship has not been identified, material 

culture, ship construction, and location analysis suggest 

that it may be a vessel sunk during to an earlier 

hurricane, recorded in August 1891. 

Another case illustrating the variety of site 

formation processes present in the bay is research on the 

so-called port dump site of Saint-Pierre, conducted by 

Laurence Serra in 2010-2012.  This site was exposed 

following Hurricane Lenny in 1999, when ceramics from 

the late 19th century were originally thought to be from a 

shipwreck.  Five test pits were excavated to a depth of 

1.80 meters, which was the maximum depth divers could 

safely trench.  The excavations revealed discrete 

stratigraphic layers sealed by several intervening layers 

of ballast.  Rather than a shipwreck, the site appears to 

be a large dump site associated with part of Saint-

Pierre's anchorage for merchant ships.  Of interest here 

was the thickness of the overlying deposits that had 

accumulated in less than 150 years, showing the 

possibility that wrecks from the 18th century might be 

deeply buried in the harbor sediments. 

To date, archival evidence combined with the first 

results of field work show good potential for shipwreck 

studies in the area of the shoreline in the Saint-Pierre 

harbor.  Research undertaken thus far has mainly 

focused on wrecks from the Mt. Pelée eruption, despite 

the potential for wreckage from events such as weather-

related hazards.  During hurricanes, ships often are 

driven ashore in shallow waters, as shown by the 

example from Guinguette.  Doubtless, other wrecks are 

located in this area.  Major storms have been recorded in 

1699, 1747, 1751, 1780, 1788 or 1822. As the bay is 

open, swell and wind would bring moored ships on shore 

with irremediable destruction.  In those cases, the loss 

mechanism contrasts with that of the 1902 eruption, 

even though some ships may have been refitted.  

Instances of ships sunk at anchor or cast offshore are 

rare during climatic hazards. 

 

T 

Side-scan sonar survey in Saint-Pierre Bay.   

Imaging by F. Leroy, DRASSM (French Department of 

Underwater and Submarine Archaeological Research).  

Surveying the local steamer, Diamant, in Saint-Pierre Bay. 

Photo by the author, 2018. 



MAHSNEWS Spring 2020 5 

Moreover, site formation studies suggest that 

overlapping wreck sites may be present, given the 

potential for high sedimentation rates as seen in the port 

dump site.  Additional processes may further complicate 

interpretation at some sites.  Post-storm salvage in areas 

with easy access, for example, or dredging which has 

been conducted in several areas since the beginning of 

19th century, may have intermixed overlapping wreck 

features. In the Saint-Pierre harbor this activity seems 

localized in shallow water close to the shoreline due to 

sediment deposition. 

As the preliminary information presented here 

indicates, the bay of Saint-Pierre contains a wealth of 

archaeological data, including the remains of ships from 

many periods of European colonization in a variety of  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

depositional contexts.  Along with information 

about the type of shipping in the port, ship 

construction, and cargoes, the sites demonstrate 

good potential for the study of underwater 

formation processes.  Additional research will be 

required to permit us to expand on these first 

impressions. 

 
For further reading, the author suggests: 

Lucien Abénon. Lôactivit® du port de Saint-Pierre 

(Martinique) à la fin du XIXe siècle. LôHarmattan, 

Paris, 1996. 

Michel Météry. Tamaya Les épaves de Saint-Pierre. 

Institut océanographique, 2002. 

Jean-Sébastien Guibert, Max Guérout and Laurence 

Serra.  Past and present research in the Underwater 

Archaeology of Saint-Pierre. ACUA Underwater 

Archaeology Proceedings 2018: 149-154. 

Jean-Sébastien Guibert, Annie Bolle, Max Guérout, 

Marc Guillaume, Frédéric Leroy and Laurence Serra. 

An Overview of Research of Maritime Archaeological 

Research of Colonial Period in French West Indies. 

International Journal of Nautical Archaeology, 48.1: 

123-150, 2019. 

Serge Veuve. Saint-Pierre de la Martinique Document 

dô®valuation du patrimoine arch®ologique des villes de  

France. Ministère de la Culture, Paris, 1999. 

Jean-Sébastien Guibert is associate professor of History and 

Archaeology, French West Indies University (Université des 

Antilles), in Martinique, specializing in Caribbean maritime 

archaeology and history of colonial periods. His PhD 

dissertation, Mémoire de mer Océan de papiers. Naufrage 

risque et fait maritime à la Guadeloupe mi 17e -mi 19e siècle, 

is currently in publication.  Î  
 

Late 19th-century images of Saint-Pierre Bay, with Mt. Pelée in 

background; top, Anse Latouche prior to the 1891 hurricane; bottom, 

the south end of Saint-Pierre mooring, now Guinguette beach, showing 

the effects of the storm.  Images from Archives territoriales de 

Martinique 21/Fi/109. 
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Liberty Ship John W. Brown Returns to Baltimore 

by David Shaw and Dennis Knepper

arly in 2020, the Liberty ship John W. 

Brown returned to Baltimore following a 

period in drydock in Norfolk, Virginia, for 

inspection and maintenance. The ship is one of 

three surviving World War II-era Liberty ships, the 

mainstays of cargo transport during the war, that 

are still afloat.  Two are fully operational:  

the Jeremiah O'Brien (docked in San Francisco) 

and the John W. Brown.  The third, Arthur M. 

Huddell, was restored and renamed Hellas Liberty, 

and now serves as a static maritime museum in the 

harbor of Piraeus, Greece.  A fourth ship, the 

Albert M. Boe, was converted for use as a fish 

cannery; it was the last Liberty ship built and was 

renamed Star of Kodiak and is now landlocked in 

Kodiak, Alaska. 

An old saw sometimes attributed to Napoleon 

has it that an army travels on its stomach.  In a 

wider and perhaps more apt reading it has been 

said that amateurs talk tactics, professionals talk 

logistics.  Liberty ships served a critical logistical 

role In World War II, transporting as much as two-thirds 

of the cargo shipped from the U.S. during the war years.  

The design of the ships originated with Britainôs Ocean-

class cargo carrier, a 416-foot, steel-hulled vessel.  The 

Ocean class itself grew from an earlier British tramp 

steamer known as the Sunderland Tramp, first built in 

1879 and discontinued in the 1930s.  A prototype of the 

Ocean class, Empire Liberty, was built in England by 

Thompson & Sons, Ltd., of Sunderland, and was 

launched in August of 1941.  Ocean class steamers were 

built on the original design in American yards in support 

of the British merchant marine which, early in the war, 

was losing freight transports at a high rate to Hitlerôs Sea 

Wolves, as the German submarine force was known.  

The first group steamers was contracted to Todd 

Shipyards Corporation, with 30 to be built in South 

Portland, Maine, and 30 in Richmond, California.  Rapid 

production was to be a hallmark of this construction 

effort, and sunken basins constructed for the purpose at 

the Maine yard were reportedly the first in the world 

used to mass-produce ships.  The first of the ships to be 

built, aptly named Ocean Vanguard, was launched in 

California in October 1941. 

After the attack on Pearl Harbor and the U.S. entry 

into the war in December of that year, the nationôs need 

for its own large and updated transport fleet was readily 

apparent.  The Ocean class, already in production, was 

re-designed for increased capacity, greater speed, and 

more rapid construction, and manufacture began almost 

immediately.  Between 1941 and 1945, 2,710 of the new 

E 

 Liberty ship construction sequence, Bethlehem-Fairfield Shipyards, Baltimore.  Images from the Library of Congress. 
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The Liberty ship John W. Brown moored In Baltimore.   

Photo by the author. 
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