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The Frenchtown Wreck #1 Site (18CE319) represents the remains of an American-built early 19th century sailing vessel. It is located in the Elk River near 
Frenchtown in the waters of Cecil County. The wreck was located during a remote sensing survey of the Elk River in October 1999. The Maryland Maritime 
Archeology Program (MMAP), part of the Maryland Historical Trust, was conducting the Upper River Survey in this area of Elk River. A team from East 
Carolina University's Program in Marine Studies, the Maryland Historical Trust, and volunteers, conducted a side scan sonar and magnetometer study. The 
survey was undertaken in light of proposed channel dredging in the river. A cartographic review indicated that the river reached depths of between 3.65-5.79 
m (12’-15’) in the historic past but today, only in a few natural and maintained narrow channels are the depths between 3.048-3.65 m (10’-12’), the majority of 
the river bottom being very shallow. The primary goal of the survey was to locate and identify all cultural resources inland, near shore and submerged in the 
upper Elk River. The researchers were particularly interested in investigating the waters for remains of an 1813 British attack. During the War of 1812, 
American vessels were destroyed in the Elk, Sassafras and Susquehanna Rivers. When the British attacked Frenchtown on April 29, 1813 they destroyed up 
to five nearby vessels along with several waterfront buildings. Historical records report that two vessels were packets (commercial vessels) that sailed 
between Baltimore and Frenchtown, one inshore and the second at anchor. 

The 1999 survey located one historically significant vessel, designated as 18CE319. The account of an eyewitness who saw the British attack in 1813 placed 
a wreck’s location almost exactly where the vessel found in 1999 was located; unfortunately, the eyewitness did not describe the vessel. Diver ground-truthing 
identified the wreck as an 18.29 m (60') long, burnt wooden vessel held together with iron fasteners and ballasted with stone. Two trenches measuring 1.524 
m x1.524 m x 15.24 cm (5’x5’x6”) and 1 trench measuring 0.914 m x 5.48 m x 15.24 cm (3’x18’x6”) were excavated at the bow, stern, and amidships near the 
bow area of the wreck respectively. The vessel appeared to be similar to historic descriptions of a 19th century packet sloop. The wooden vessel was 
constructed of paired frames fastened together by iron through bolts. Ceiling planking, outer hull planking, and the frames were all visible in part. Both the 
stem and the sternposts were located, with the sternposts visible 0.609-0.9144 m (2’-3’) above the sediment. No evidence of propulsion machinery suggested 
that the vessel was sail power propelled. 

The team returned in March 2000 to evaluate the site using high-resolution imaging with a MST Splash Proof side scan sonar as well as a newly developed 
600 and a 1,200-kHz sensor. Although tree stumps, log and debris jams, and other obstructions interfered with survey work, the site was relocated. The sonar 
captured the vessel’s general shape. The starboard side appeared to have broken away and was lying flat on the river bottom. The starboard hull, while more 
intact, disappeared in the sediment before reaching the stern. The sternpost appeared to be angled to the right instead of being vertical. Stones probably 
representing the vessel’s ballast, and individual planking and frames located to the right of the stones, were also visible. Divers also probed the river bottom in 
the immediate area around the wreck in order to locate additional site components. None were found. Aided by diving lights, divers searched the visible 
portions of the structure for signs of burning. Nearly all of the upper hull surfaces as well as the bow and stern assemblies exhibited signs of burning. 

In June 2000, the crew returned to the site for a Phase II archaeological survey. Goals of the Phase II study were to determine site integrity, construction 
features, and possibly the age of vessel. The excavation consisted of selective testing on targeted sections to identify diagnostic features. A baseline was 
established that extended from the bow to the stern. Four test excavations were done: two 1.524 m² unit were excavated, 1 at the bow and 1at the stern, a 
1.524 m x 1.82 m unit was excavated amidships, and a 0.3048 m x 16.15 m unit was excavated along the keelson. Excavation of the bow and the stern 
involved removing sediment with a water-induction dredge followed by mapping. Once mapping was complete, the area was reburied. Excavation of the 
keelson involved removing ballast stone in order to expose the keelson’s sided surface, mapping the keelson, and then replacing the ballast stone. As 
artifacts were encountered they were mapped in situ and collected. Additional artifacts were recovered as they passed through the dredger and were collected 
in a floating sifting screen. A fairly precise location was recorded for artifacts found in the screen. This was possible because dredging is a slow process and 
the dredge would not have moved far from the original artifact location before the item was collected. 

Excavation at the bow revealed a stempost, a stempost shoe or gripe, one frame, and the keelson. The gripe was fastened to the stempost by several iron 
square nails. The keelson was found to be complete and intact and measured 13.78 m (45.2’) in length. The amidships trench uncovered the keelson, 3 
sistered frame sets, a garboard strake, outer hull and ceiling planking, and a limber board. Excavation at the stern revealed sternposts, the end of the keel, a 
gudgeon, the last frame set, some planking, but no rudder. 

Ten wood samples were collected in order to determine the wood type and possibly where the vessel was built. Samples from the rider, sternpost, gripe, outer 
hull and ceiling planking, keelson, and the stempost were all white oak (Quercus alba). The frame sample was composed of long leaf pine (Pinus palustris). 
White oak is common on the North American east coast and was, and is, extensively used in shipbuilding. Long leaf pine is found more commonly in 
southeastern North America and was often used for longitudinal framework. 

Numerous artifacts were recovered from the test excavations at 18CE319. Architectural items (n=307) included 3 square rosehead spikes/nails, 2 square 
clinch nails, 2 possible rudder nails, and about 300 small lead fragments weighing approximately 0.95 kg (2.1 lbs). The lead fragments were included with the 
architectural materials because lead was used in areas exposed to water, such as scuppers or hawse pipes, and it was used as sheathing to protect the 
ship’s hull. Kitchen items (n=20) included 10 red earthenware sherds and 10 blue-glazed, shell-edged pearlware sherds (minimum estimates). The single 
clothing item found was a brass button displaying a crown on top of fouled anchor on a horizontal lined field and border by a plain band inside of a rope. The 
crown was not added to the design until March 1812. This button design was common after that date and was produced for European and American militaries 
until the 1830s. In addition the items collected, over 20 drift bolts were also noted during the excavations. 

The Frenchtown Wreck #1 Site (18CE319) represents the remains of a vessel whose construction, location, significant evidence of burning, wood analysis, 
and artifacts strongly suggested an American-built early 19th century sailing vessel. The ca. 18.29 m x 6.4 m (60’x21') vessel was constructed of wood 
frames, longitudinal timbers, planking and other structural scantlings secured together with iron fasteners. The bow exhibited typical construction features of a 
wooden vessel. The stern did not show any characteristics associated with propeller shafts. The vessel's light construction precludes it being a military vessel. 
A lack of armament also supports this conclusion. All the evidence strongly supports the hypothesis that 18CE319 was a packet ship burned by the British in 
1813 during the War of 1812. However, the possibility that the vessel represents a merchantman of the same era which burned in an incident unrelated to the 
1813 attack remains to be determined. Beyond clarifying the vessels destruction by the British in 1813, continued work at the wreck site was highly 
recommended for several reasons: it is easily accessible in shallow waters, it faces increased degradation by human and natural processes, and it represents 
a part of Cecil County’s history and can contribute to the understanding of 19th century links with other Chesapeake and east coast cities.
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