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The Swan Cove Wreck Site (18ST643) is the archeological remains of a mid 19th century cargo ship in the Potomac River south of Piney Point and west of 
St. Georges Island (i.e. Swan Cove) in St. Mary’s County. The site lies in about 11.3 m (37 ft) of water and rises as much as 3.4 m (11 ft) off the river bottom 
due to the large load of anthracite coal deposited by the sinking of the ship. Visibility in these tidal waters is typically 3-10 cm and the area is heavily trafficked 
by modern vessels.

Archival evidence points to the loss of an anthracite-laden Confederate schooner, the CSS Favorite, somewhere inside Swan Cove on the Potomac River. On 
July 14th, 1861, the crew of the USS Yankee, a vessel of the Potomac Flotilla established to protect the Federal City of Washington and disrupt Confederate 
supply channels, captured the schooner Favorite on the Yeocomico River in Virginia. After being towed to Swan Cove, the CSS Favorite was placed at anchor 
and her crew was taken off the ship on July 18th, 1861. Later that night the vessel took on water and sank at anchor. The commander of the USS Yankee, 
Captain T. Craven, reported that the vessel might have been accidentally hit by another vessel in the night. Even so, he admitted the possibility that it was his 
fault for not leaving men onboard overnight.

The Union’s Potomac Flotilla would go on to destroy or capture dozens of Confederate vessels in the following years. The targets of the Union’s steam-
powered flotilla gunboats typically were schooner plying the rivers and streams of Virginia. One time fishing vessels, merchant ships and lumber carriers, 
these shallow draft schooners were being utilized in smuggling supplies, fuel, troops, and spies, more often than not during the night. 

Confederate forces were responsible for destroying more of their own ships than was the Union. At least 200 warships and 26 commercial ships were burned, 
sunk, or scuttled by the Confederacy to prevent capture by Union forces or to act as obstructions to Union transports. Only 80 warships and around 100 
commercial vessels were burned, sunk, and/or scuttled by the Union over the same time period. These observations proffer evidence of the frustration of the 
Confederate navy and the effectiveness of the blockading Union flotillas.

Site 18ST643 was discovered by Maryland Maritime Archeology Program (MMAP) staff and volunteers on April 23rd, 1994, while conducting a remote sensing 
survey of the lower Potomac River and St. Mary’s River. The site was one of five EG&G analog side-scan sonar anomalies: two of which turned out to be 
oyster shell middens, while the other three displayed the characteristics of shipwrecks. Preliminary dives were carried out at 18ST643 in 1995 to confirm that it 
was indeed a shipwreck and obtain a basic assessment of the age and structure of the vessel. The results of that work suggested a mid 19th century 
schooner wreck, with in-situ wooden structural remains from stem to stern (overall length is 32.3 m) and from keel to turn of the bilge on both the port and the 
starboard. A portion of the mast and a complete centerboard box with centerboard protruded up through the ship’s cargo area, which was clearly loaded with 
anthracite coal. Though uninvestigated, two linear objects off the bow of the wreck appeared to be masts or booms. 

Additional diving on the site was conducted in 1999, 2001, and 2002. Detailed measurements were made in 1999 and divers also identified and recorded two 
anchors taking precise measurements of them as well. A cache of ceramic artifacts was discovered in the stern port are of the wreck and after triangulating 
their location, divers recovered a whiteware saucer, whiteware pitcher, and salt-glazed stoneware jug. The work carried out in 2001 was an underwater video 
survey of the site. The wreck was video-recorded from stern to stern (port side) and from stern to centerboard. In the fall of 2002, remote sensing and diver 
testing were carried out. The site was relocated utilizing an Edgetech digital side scan unit with Triton ISIS software and Hypack Max navigation software. 
Once plotted, the team ran 10 magnetometer lanes over the survey area with a Geometrics 881 cesium magnetometer. A second underwater video survey 
was also conducted at that time to get close-up shots of the bow, centerboard and centerboard box. Divers also returned to the artifact cache area and 
recovered a brown stoneware jug, a salt-glazed earthenware preserve jar, and two earthenware saucers. A small whiteware dish and a ceramic handle were 
left on-site due to weather concerns.

Details of the construction of the vessel at 18ST643 are provided in the full site report. In short, the wrecked remains indicate a mid 19th century double-mast 
schooner with a raking bow, featuring a center fitted keel-board and box. The hardware (gammoning iron), anchor forms, and ceramics are all indicative of an 
1840 to 1860 date range for the vessel. In addition, it was a vessel clearly loaded down with coal. All of these details strongly suggested that the wreck is the 
remains of the CSS Favorite, which sank at anchor in 1861 while loaded down with anthracite.

Based on the work conducted to date at 18ST643, the site appears to be a significant cultural resource. The site bears information relevant to Maryland and 
American history and is one of a relatively rare site class: Civil War Period wreck sites. The site should be preserved and monitored to facilitate any future 
need for data recovery.


