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The St. Mary’s Shipwreck site (18ST1-118) is the remains of a 19th century schooner or sloop. It was probably a centerboard sailing vessel with either one or 
two masts. The wreck is located south of Church Point off the old Brome Wharf in St. Mary’s City Historic District, Maryland. The site is located in shallow 
water (0.914-1.82 m deep) approximately 15.24 m (50’) from the beach. The bottom sediments are sandy, with a substantial silt content. Currently, the replica 
of the Dove is docked at the new wharf.

St. Mary’s City was the 17th century capital of Maryland. After the capital was moved to Annapolis in 1694, St. Mary’s suffered rapid abandonment and the 
lands once part of the city were converted into an agrarian landscape. Throughout the 18th century and into the 19th century, the plantation economy 
continued in Southern Maryland. During the Civil War, the waters off St. Mary’s City were regularly patrolled by Union naval vessels. After the Civil War, in the 
later part of the 19th century, seafood was becoming an important economic resource. Developments in dependable steamboat services made the shoreline 
of St. Mary’s City the site of significant maritime activity. In 1874, the old Brome Wharf was rebuilt and a warehouse was constructed. It appears that the 
vessel, now apparently out of commission, was placed along the shore to serve as a bulkhead to stabilize and protect fill deposits brought in at that time. In all 
likelihood, many of the ship’s fittings and artifacts were removed before it was sunk. However, the iron fasteners that secured the principal timbers together 
were left in place. This was necessary for maintaining the integrity of the hull in order for it to serve its new function as a bulkhead. 

The shipwreck site was originally located in 1978 during a waterfront survey of the vicinity of Brome Wharf. The survey work was conducted prior to proposed 
changes in the configuration of the new wharf for the Dove. At that time, the presence of a large vessel buried in sediment was noted. Also, the archeologist 
noticed several pilings that were the remnants from earlier wharves. The wreck is situated between the old wharf and the new wharf. 

In 1983, the site was revisited. Work was conducted by Karell Archeological Services for the St. Mary’s City Commission. The purpose of the investigation 
was to determine the nature of the cultural remains and to document them. The investigation was to precede the proposed removal of what was thought to be 
an old wharf or bulkhead structure. A centrifugal pump was used to expose a sufficient area of the remains in order to definitely determine that the structure 
was indeed a sunken vessel. A map was produced detailing the uncovered portion of the vessel. Excavated areas were limited in order to avoid major 
disturbance of the site. After the mapping was completed, the water pump system was used to backfill the vessel. Mapping was done using a baseline along 
the axis of the vessel’s keel which was divided into 1.524 m increments. A cross-section of the wreck was also drawn in order to illustrate the vertical 
distribution of the remains. 

The vessel was situated at the edge of a prominent change in depth contour. The inshore side of the vessel was seated on a relatively flat area that has a 
gentle slope upwards towards the beach. On the offshore side, the bottom drops off quickly to a depth of approximately 5.48 m. Sediments built up on the 
inshore side had covered and preserved the remains on that side of the vessel. The offshore side, which was partially exposed, is home to a variety of marine 
life including mussels, oysters, toad fish, and eels. Analysis of the wreck has suggested that it is between 80 and 120 years old.

The remains of 4 piles were situated near the southwestern part of the site, the tallest of these projecting out about 0.457 m (1.5’). The wreckage extends over 
a distance of at least 19.2 m (63’). The vessel is oriented in a roughly north-south direction with the bow pointing southward. The wreck consisted of the lower 
remains of the hull, the breadth of which was at least 5.48 m (18’). The lower part of the hull was preserved in tact where it had been covered by sediments, or 
approximately 30%-50% of the hull structure was remaining. 

A number of structural remains were identified during the 1983 investigation. The keelson, which measured 25.4 cm (10”) across, was overlain by a capping 
timber 20 cm (8”) wide. The northern end of the keelson had twisted towards the west as the hull collapsed. The southern end of the keelson, towards the 
bow, was not excavated. The retractable centerboard box, located on the offshore (starboard) side of the keelson, penetrated the strake and had a debris-
filled well 2.59 m long X 0.1524 m wide (8.5’X6”). 

The vessel’s frames extended laterally to either side of the keelson. They varied in width from 20-30.48 cm. The frames vary in their construction, some were 
massive single timbers and others consisted of pairs of narrower pieces of wood. Two of the frames near the northern offshore quarter of the vessel were 
notched into a fork configuration in order to accept the subsequent frame segment (futtock) for attachment. In the area of the centerboard well, the frames 
were attached to the base of the centerboard box by heavy iron bolts. The spacing between the frames was irregular and the frames on opposite sides (port 
and starboard) are offset from one another in some places. 

The exterior hull planks (strakes) vary in width from 20-30.48 cm in width, with a thickness of 3.8 cm. The interior planking consists of 15.24 X 3.8 cm boards 
laid directly on the frames. These in turn are overlain by boards measuring 20 X 3.8 cm. A third layer of 15.24 cm wide boards was laid on top of those 
adjacent to the keelson in the vicinity of the centerboard box. Iron spikes and bolts were used to hold the hull planks together. Three bolt fragments were 
found loose near the keelson and were collected. A large river cobble was noticed within the hull wreckage and may have functioned as a ballast rock. Several 
modern fishing items were entangled in the exposed wreckage. Sitting on the bottom just offshore of the edge of wreck there was a solid concrete block with 
an imbedded steel ring. This was likely a homemade mooring anchor dated to the 20th century. Unfortunately, no datable artifacts were found in association 
with the wreckage. 

When the site was re-visited in 1987 by D. Beard from the Maryland Geological Survey, only 3 of the previously recorded 4 piling stumps, were visible on the 
southern end of the site. In 1994, the site was re-inspected by B. Thompson and J. Embrey of the Maryland Maritime Archaeology Program (MMAP), part of 
the Maryland Historical Trust’s Office of Archeology. At that time, the shipwreck was stable and covered with sediment.  In 1997, when Embrey was 
conducting an inspection of the entire near shore area from Church Point to Key Swamp, he noted that the vessel was almost completely exposed on the 
bottom, with from 30.48-91.44 cm of sediment having been removed by the currents. A large portion of the ship’s offshore side was destroyed. By the time of 
a shoreline survey conducted in 2000, it was observed that most remains of the vessel had been destroyed. This was most likely the result of the installation 
of riprap. The first riprap was installed in 1992 at about 38 m south of the ship, and the second installation of riprap was in 1995 and covered a beach section 
starting about 61 m north of the wreck. 

The St. Mary’s Shipwreck site (18ST1-118) represents the Chesapeake’s “Golden Age” of the late 19th century and is part of the all-but-extinct Chesapeake 
boat-building tradition for vernacular sailing craft. However, given its current condition, the vessel offers little further opportunity to make significant 
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contributions to Maryland’s underwater archeology. Some of the major timbers may still be salvaged for analysis but the vessel lacks integrity. This destruction 
of the site from riprap construction serves as a clear indication that wrecks of this type need to be assessed during shoreline stabilization projects.


