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Site 18ST564, also known as the Cherry Fields Wreck, is a late 19th to early 20th century shipwreck, possibly a ram schooner or barge on the St. Marys River 
off Cherryfield Point. The wreck lies in three to four feet of tidal, estuarine water, and sediments surrounding the site are primarily sand that supports heavy 
plant growth during the summer months. 

The Chesapeake Bay region contains over 4600 miles of tidal shoreline and encompasses 48 principal rivers each fed by navigable creeks. It has served as a 
natural highway for goods and raw materials for both indigenous and immigrant populations for hundreds of years.

Environmental and economic factors have shaped the development of vessel types throughout this period leading to the creation of unique Chesapeake Bay 
vernacular craft.1 For many this calls to mind skipjacks, bugeyes, and log canoes. The dimensions of the Chesapeake and Delaware canal constructed in 
1829 added yet another influencing variable. Approximately 1.3 million tons of traffic passed through the canal during busiest year in 1872.

By the late nineteenth century the canal, connecting the waters of the upper Chesapeake and the Delaware River, restricted vessels to a beam of no greater 
than 24 feet. Canal barges and ram schooners were two of the vessel types built specifically to pass through the canal locks. Rams from this period had, on 
average, a 5.3 to 1 length to beam ratio.

Similar dimensions for the wreck at Cherryfield Point lead to the early consideration that she might be a ram schooner. Indigenous to the Chesapeake Bay 
approximately thirty Ram schooners were built between the years 1889 and 1911, many of which were constructed in Bethel, Delaware. While ram schooner’s 
lengths varied from 113 to 136 feet, beam measurements prior to 1890 were consistently just shy of 24 feet, which allowed them passage through the 
Chesapeake and Delaware canal. Their straight sides and cargo space made them commercially successful to the extent that after 1899 other rams were built 
with larger beams that may have prompted some to make transatlantic crossings to European ports such as Lisbon, Spain. Most rams, however, sailed the 
Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic coastal trade with cargoes of lumber, fertilizer, coal, cement, and salt. Rams sailed as far south as the Gulf of Mexico and 
as far north as Halifax. The last ram schooner built was the Granville Bacon in 1911. She measured 133.6 feet long and 31.6 feet in beam.

She was built by JMC Moore, who coincidently built the first ram schooner in 1889, the J. Dallas Marvil. Granville Bacon ended her career as other rams had, 
stranded and broken up in the surf 22 years after her launching. Other rams were lost in hurricanes, collisions, fire, and in at least one case by hostile action 
with German U-boats in World War 1. Rams enjoyed somewhat of a renaissance in the late 1940s and early 1950s as passenger cruisers in the Chesapeake 
Bay. The last surviving Ram, the Victory Chimes, formerly Edwin and Maud built in1900, is still employed in that capacity in Rockland, Maine. Barges and 
barge schooners were often built to similar dimensions albeit slightly different length to beam ratios. At least one source lists Cherryfield Point as the final 
resting place for the barge Patapsco. Further research may yield construction data on this vessel. Comparing these measurements along with line drawings 
provided by the Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum offered a baseline for comparisons with the Cherryfield Point wreck. Research questions and mapping 
objectives were developed from these sources and incorporated into the field schools conducted on site.

In 2001, 2002, and 2003, weekend field schools for the Maritime Archaeological and Historical Society attempted to record the extent of the wreckage and 
gather the general dimensions to aid in identifying the vessel’s type.

The wreckage is distributed over 145 by 35-foot area. While most of the wreck is buried, frame tips appear just above the sediment in some areas. Nothing is 
left beyond the turn of the bilge. There are large sections where the vessel is completely buried. At the northeast end of the baseline a timber is visible that 
may be a portion of the stem with attached outer hull planking and what might be deadwood on the interior side of the vessel. There are sporadic portions of 
the keelson visible throughout the length of the wreck. More complete sections of framing are visible rising above the sediment as you approach the stern. 
Just aft of the last remaining section of keelson lies additional, as yet unidentified, wreckage that might be related to the stern area. The original position of the 
sternpost has not yet been identified.

Students recorded sample measurements and plotted the frame tips to view the overall shape of the wreck with regard to length and beam. The vessel 
appears to have been approximately 125 to 135 feet in length with a beam measurement of just less than 24feet. The dimensions corresponded with the 
Maryland Historical Trust’s suggestion that the wreck might be a Chesapeake Bay Ram schooner. This class of vessel had a length to beam ratio of roughly 
5.3 to one, as does the Cherryfield Point wreck. The timber protruding from the seabed at the northeast end of the baseline was tentatively identified as a 
stem post. It contained rabbets for the exterior hull planking attached to it, a small wooden cap on the exterior side, and a two centimeter iron pin with 
associated wood that disappears into the sediment on the interior side. The curvature of the hull from the bow on the port side was recorded and plotted in a 
CAD program by a MAHS member. Frames near the bow measured 15 cm wide spaced 20 cm apart with 5cm thick hull planking and 7 cm thick ceiling 
planking.

Moving aft the framing pattern changed. Those examined just aft of amidships showed the connection of the floors and frames and what might be knees. A 
chine log and bilge keelson set 55 centimeters apart, were also present but unlike the bow area no ceiling planking was found. Framing in the stern section 
narrows but abruptly ends prior to reaching the stern. The keelson however continues for another two meters past this point before ending. Notches in the 
keelson were found in this area that are not present elsewhere in the wreck.

One piece, which may be related to the stern area, lies at the southwestern end of the base line beyond the last intact section of keelson. Five, two centimeter 
thick iron pins protrude from one side. The wood is attached to a metal plate with a concreted protrusion. Like much of the wood on the wreck this piece is 
badly deteriorated. The function of the large section of wood lying next to it is also uncertain. While the pieces appear to have been connected to each other at 
one time, they are not currently solidly attached to each other as can be seen by the gap between upper sections. While measuring this section we observed 
that the pieces could move freely independent of each other, if pushed. Sufficiently strong wave action could possibly move the whole assembly. This cast 
some doubt as to its context. An examination of the wreck’s visible fasteners revealed iron spikes, through bolts, and drift pins. Other metal objects were 
heavily corroded and may include chain plate. While difficult to tell for certain due to the scarcity of remains, the iron work, means of assembly, size and 
overall condition point to the late 19th or early 20th century as a possible date for this vessel’s construction.

As of yet, no non-structural artifacts have been found that would aid in determining a more exact date. The Cherryfield Point wreck likely dates to the late 19th 
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or early 20th century. It is similar to traditional ram schooners in length and beam but appears to be built of lighter materials. No conclusive statements can be 
made regarding the system of keelsons or the centerboard and trunk. Although not yet found there is sufficient sediment depth over the critical area of the 
wreck that those timbers or the centerboard well may be covered. One possibility is that this wreck is in fact a barge built in the same manner as rams were to 
pass through the Chesapeake and Delaware canal. This would explain why the centerboard and mast steps have yet to be found since barges did not typically 
have those structures. More research on barges needs to be done to provide data for comparisons with the wreck.

The MAHS team observed that the site lacked much material in general. While the brackish environment is not conducive to long-term preservation of wooden 
timbers one might expect that after what is likely to be less than 100 years in a shallow protected area there should be evidence of machinery and more 
structure. Probing did suggest some material is buried beneath the sandy bottom but no evidence whatsoever of framing exists at all above the turn of the 
bilge. Considering the vessel’s size this is somewhat surprising. One possible answer lies in the geography of the area. While the wreck lies several hundred 
feet off shore in four feet of water, analysis of historic maps of the area, conducted by James Stein of the National Park Service, showed that in 1904 the 
shoreline extended much further out than it does today. When the wreck site location is overlaid with the 1904 map we see it was almost on shore. Erosion in 
the past 98 years has greatly changed the shoreline. If this vessel was either stranded or purposefully beached in this area it would have presented an 
excellent opportunity for salvage of the ship’s timbers, machinery and tackle, all of which seems to be either missing or found only in small quantities. One can 
easily imagine wagonloads of material being hauled off from the beach as the ship is dismantled. This might explain why only the lowest portions of the vessel 
remain which would still have been underwater even in 1904. One other clue was noted in the stern area. A small amount of burned timber was seen partially 
buried in the sand. Except for the single loose timber with trunnels described earlier, this is the only burned material found on the wreck so far. It is not clear if 
this is structural material or perhaps fuel for wood stoves.

Iron fasteners such as drift pins, possible chain plates and spikes are the only artifacts found to date. This lack of collateral material in a vessel of this size 
lends further support to the theory that the vessel was dismantled. Future research in newspapers of the area may yet reveal such an incident. While the final 
fates of many of ram schooners are documented, there are some whose final resting-place is not yet known. The Cherryfield Point wreck may prove to be one 
of those rams. If further site examination disproves the ram schooner theory then additional research needs to be conducted, but it seems likely, given the 
known width of the wreck that it was designed to pass through the Chesapeake and Delaware canal. This should help narrow down the list of possible vessel 
types. There remains much more that can be done at the site including limited excavation to prepare cross sections for profiling and or a trench to confirm the 
presence or absence of any centerboard well.

The Cherryfield Point wreck is likely a late 19th to early 20th century shipwreck, possibly a ram schooner or barge on the St. Marys River off Cherryfield Point. 
The wreck lies in three to four feet of tidal, estuarine water, and sees relative wave action. This area sees erosion from one side and accretion on the 
opposite, putting this wreck in a high impact area. Further excavation may assist with identifying the wreck and preservation.


