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Lithic reduc area

Storage/trash pit

Burial(s)
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Dated features present at site

Late 19th-early 20th century schooner
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Floral material
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Postholes/molds
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Mill raceway

 Wheel pit
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Other
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Radiocarbon Data:

Sample 1: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 2: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 3: +/- years BP Reliability
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Sample 7: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 8: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 9: +/- years BP Reliability

Additional radiocarbon results available
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The Grover’s Cove Shipwreck (18CV416), or Widgeon, is the wreck of a late 19th-early 20th century Chesapeake Bay workboat. The vessel is located in the 
Grover’s Cove area of St. Leonard’s Creek and was excavated during the Chesapeake Flotilla Project undertaken in the mid-1990s and funded by the 
Maryland Historical Trust and other agencies.

As early as 1977, systematic surveys of the Patuxent River and its tributaries began to be undertaken in an attempt to locate any remains of Barney’s 
Chesapeake Flotilla, which saw action on the river during the War of 1812. All of the vessels were scuttled or sunk during naval operations and a considerable 
amount of archeological interest has been expressed in the wrecks. The early work of the 1970s and 1980s would eventually locate the wreck of the USS 
Scorpian (18PR226). A new survey attempt was begun in 1995, with a focus on locating the gunboats scuttled in St. Leonard’s Creek as a major goal. This 
“Chesapeake Flotilla Project” was funded largely by the Maryland Historical Trust and was carried out in 1996 and 1997.

A magnetometer survey conducted in April of 1996 as part of the project identified 18 anomalies, which were further investigated by divers. An anomaly at 
Grover’s Creek Cove was deemed one of the most likely candidates to be a 19th century gunboat as ‘ground truthing’ by the dive team had identified what 
might be two vessels. Side scanning sonar was then used in November to get a more detailed look at the anomaly. The results exhibited two sonar 
signatures, reinforcing the idea that two gunboats might be present.

The following summer, a Phase II underwater investigation was carried out on the Grover’s Creek Cove shipwreck(s). A team of East Carolina University 
students and other specialists in underwater and nautical archeology began working at the site in June of 1997.

Excavation of the vessel began with the establishment of silt barrier and boom around the shipwreck’s perimeter and determining the vessel’s likely 
longitudinal axis. Long 2.4 meter (8 ft) stakes were used as probes to make these determinations. Only one shipwreck could be located. Divers were then sent 
in to make some initial determinations about the layout of the wreck and to establish a baseline and transects.

Four transects were then dredged to expose the details of the vessel’s construction: the midships transect, the bow transect, the stern transect, and a long 
transect along the entire keelson. Within three days of beginning the investigation, the team realized that they were not dealing with a Jeffersonian-era 
gunboat from the War of 1812. The presence of a centerboard on the vessel indicated that the ship was built sometime after 1815, when vessels with 
centerboards first appeared on the Chesapeake. The “second vessel” turned out to be a sonar “reflection” upon closer inspection. The vessel appeared to be 
roughly 18.3 meters (60 ft) in length and 6.1 m (20 ft) in beam/width. Much of the structure above the waterline appeared to have been stripped at some point 
in the past during a Derelict Vessel Removal Program (a drag-line wreck removal program of the 1970s), making the vessel difficult to identify and likely 
resulting in much of the confusion with a gunboat at the outset. The remaining evidence of construction suggested a work vessel such as a bugeye or 
schooner. Additional details of the construction of the vessel are available in the full site report.

Artifact recovery operations revealed the presence of 10 activity items, 31 architectural artifacts, 24 kitchen-related objects, and 9 miscellaneous items. The 
activity items were a length of iron wire/rope, 3 deadeyes, 4 rigging blocks, a piece of hemp rope, and an iron bar clamp. Architectural objects were a 
bowsprint, 16 nail/spike fragments, a copper drift pin, a lynch pin, 2 copper alloy sheathing fragments, a lead sheathing fragment, a red navigation light cover, 
a brass fixture, a Hawse pipe, a lead scupper liner, a rubber gasket, a piece of wood planking, an iron chain plate, an iron shackle, and an iron hook. Kitchen-
related artifacts were 2 stoneware jugs, 17 glass container fragments, a fork, 3 spoons, and a tin kettle fragment. The miscellaneous objects were 3 stones, 5 
concretions, and a piece of unidentified turned wood.

Historical research and informant interviews revealed that the wrecked schooner was the Chesapeake Bay workboat The Widgeon. A retired waterman named 
Alvin Grover was able to positively identify the wreck as the Widgeon, which was abandoned in Grover’s Cove in the 1930s. Subsequent archival work turned 
up two photographs from 1941 of the abandoned vessel, as well as a journal entry from the same year mentioning its location and that it was a “schooner 
wreck”. The annual list of Merchant Vessels of the US describes the Widgeon as a schooner-rigged vessel built in Whitehaven, Maryland in 1882. It was 65½ 
ft in length, 20½ ft in beam, and 5¾ ft in depth of hold. 

The Phase II excavations at 18CV416 exposed the remnants of the late 19th century workboat schooner Widgeon and revealed some basic details of its 
construction. The artifact sample provides some limited information about the everyday shipboard material culture of a workboat in the 1930s (when the 
vessel was abandoned), however, the wreck has likely yielded up whatever useful information it can provide. It should no longer be considered a significant 
historical resource.


