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The Ragged Point Shipwreck (18ST644) is the submerged archeological remains of Civil War-era gunboat lying off Ragged Point, VA, but situated in the 
Potomac River in the waters of St. Mary’s County, Maryland. The wreck is believed to be the remains of the USS Tulip, a screw steam gunboat that was part 
of the federal government’s Potomac Flotilla based out of St. Inigoes Creek. The wreck site lies in 14.6 m (48 ft) of water within the wide channel of the 
Potomac. Average salinity of the waters in this portion of the river range from 8 ppt to 15 ppt and water quality is considered good to excellent with most 
contaminants registered well upriver. The wreck is embedded in soft muds along the channel flats off Ragged Point.

The USS Tulip began its life as the Chi Kiang, a steamship originally constructed for China’s military by New York shipbuilder James C. Jewett and registered 
in that city on December 24th, 1862. The registry records a 101 foot, four inch long vessel, 22 foot 10 inch breadth, weighing 240 tons, “…being of two decks 
with two masts and having a round stern and tuck, with eagle’s head figurehead”. Its boilers were tubular with a horizontal return and its engine was a single 
horizontal direct-acting engine. Due to legislative acts by the federal government following the outbreak of hostilities with the south, the exportation of arms 
and other war resources was banned and the contract with the Chinese government could not be completed. The vessel, along with several others, was 
purchased by the Union Navy in June of 1863 and renamed the USS Tulip. Eighteen days before the purchase date, an obligation of the sale required that the 
vessel be reconfigured and cabin be placed on deck. Additional alterations were presumably made at the Union Navy Yard in Washington, most importantly 
the installation of rifles and howitzer armaments.

The Tulip and its sister ship, the USS Fuchsia would remain in the Navy Yard until at least August of 1863, when they received commissions to the Potomac 
Flotilla. The flotilla’s mission was to thwart the Confederate war effort in the Potomac and its tributaries by attenuating the rebel supply lines and by 
maintaining control over the strategic river systems (i.e. blockading them). The USS Fuchsia would remain attached to the Potomac Flotilla throughout the 
war, until September 1865 when the boat was sold for $11,000. During the war it had served on the Potomac, Rappahannock, Piankatank, Tappahannock, 
Curitoman and St. Mary’s Rivers. The USS Tulip began duty with the Potomac Flotilla in August of 1863 and served until lost on November 11, 1864. Both 
vessels were classified as fourth rate screw-steamer gunboats and although not glamorous they were invaluable in the Union efforts to patrol the eastern 
seaboard river systems.

During the period of the Tulip’s service, several reports point to problems with the reliability with the machinery (especially the boilers) onboard the ship. 
Exacerbating this problem, it appears that the Tulip was due back to the Navy Yards on the Anacostia in late March of 1864, but was pressed to stay in 
service instead.

At 1400 hours on November 11, 1864, William H. Smith, acting master of the USS Tulip sailed out of St. Inigoes Creek (the base of the Potomac Flotilla 
operations) finally bound for the Washington Navy Yard. Weather conditions were moderately calm with a front moving in slowly. Tulip’s starboard boiler was 
considered beyond use for the trip and Captain Smith was ordered to use the No. 1, port boiler only. On one boiler, it took Smith a frustratingly long, one hour 
to get to the mouth of the St. Mary’s river. Ignoring orders, Captain Smith had the Acting Ensign, Richard Wagstaff, fire up the starboard boiler and proceed up 
the Potomac with both boilers in operation. 

At 1820 hours the starboard boiler blew, throwing officers, men, iron machinery and wooden structure in all directions. The sound of the explosion was said to 
have carried all the way to the Point Lookout prison. Eight survivors were pulled from the cold waters and brought aboard the Army of the Potomac tug called 
the Hudson. It appears that two of these men died shortly thereafter. Of the ship’s compliment of 57, only 6 survived. Searches up and down the river 
recovered no additional crew and no bodies were found during the immediate search. Eight unidentified bodies were eventually found, wrapped in burlap and 
reburied along the lower bank of St. Inigoes Creek. On December 13th, 1864, Captain Smith’s body was found on St. George’s Island, but the final disposition 
of his remains is not known. In addition, a number of bodies reportedly washed ashore near a location referred to locally thereafter as “Stinkin Point” due to 
the presence of decomposing bodies that had washed ashore.

The site was first identified archeologically in April of 1994 by the Maryland Maritime Archeology Program (MMAP) staff and volunteers, 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. Follow-up side-scan sonar runs across the north-south 
and east-west axis of the wreck recorded the site’s precise position in May of 1994. In mid-June, MMAP took the opportunity to make two preliminary dives on 
the site. Results from the dives were minimal, but the effort allowed the first close examination of the site. It was noted that the framing and stern decking 
appeared solid, although the “smoke stack” noted on the side-scan sonar image amidships was not located.

In 1995 and 1996, additional research at 18ST644 was funded by a Department of Defense Legacy Resource Management Program Grant to MMAP. The 
wreck of a Union gunboat would be legally considered property of the US Department of Defense. The aforementioned grant was provided to MMAP to 
conduct investigations into past salvage activities on the site, recover artifacts which were removed during those operations, determine the extent of damage 
to the shipwreck, nominate the site to the National Register of Historic Places, and develop a management plan for the site’s protection.

The DoD grant resulted in over 4000 artifacts being returned to the Navy via salvers who had removed them from the wreck in the 1960s. In addition, 
interviews with the salvors revealed that human remains were observed in-situ in the 1960s below the stern quarter deck, on the port side and amidships. 
Some of these remains were reportedly removed at that time but there whereabouts are unknown. Diving and recordation at the site revealed that the wreck 
and debris field are 304.8 m long and 213.36 m wide. Artifacts recovered included a wooden grease paddle and a small flat piece of graphite. Sketch maps 
made by divers depict a possible windlass near the bow, frames and a hatch near the stern, an upright stack near the center towards the port side, and a 
blown-out section on the starboard side of the vessel. 

The full assemblage from 18ST644 (both through the recovery of salvor collections and MMAP dives) consisted of 57 activity items (3 heart-shaped padlocks, 
a tourniquet fastener, a stringed instrument tuning key, 5 ink wells, parts of a wooden inkwell holder, 8 lighting objects, 9 machinery room tools and parts, 18 
miscellaneous hardware items,  and 11 navigational tools), 9 architectural items (3 door locks, 2 cable anchors, 3 sail rigging objects, and a porthole), 70 
clothing items (a naval officer’s belt buckle, 6 buckles or clasps, and 63 uniform buttons), 5 furniture items (a chair cresting rail and furniture hardware), 46 
kitchen-related items (12 ironstone tableware items, an ironstone jar, 3 porcelain tableware items, 2 stoneware jars, 1 stoneware ale bottle, 17 glass bottles, 3 
crystal tableware items, 6 utensils, and a metal condiment caster), 9 personal items (2 chess pieces, a hair oil bottle, 2 US Navy rubber combs, a wooden 
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hairbrush or mirror handle, a porcelain chamberpot, a porcelain water pitcher and wash basin), 2 tobacco pipe stems, and 1,401 arms objects (12 Navy 
Enfield rifles, a Navy six-shot revolver, a holster part, 7 lead Minié balls, 5 round balls, 956 cylindrical percussion caps, 2 grapeshot canisters, 16 Schenkl 
shells, a bronze ramrod, 7 wooden sabots, 316 pieces of iron shot, 70 friction primers, 2 nearly complete ammunition boxes for Dahlgren shells, a possible 
ordnance fuse, a gun barrel plug, a Dahlgren bayonet, a wooden cutlass handle, and parts from an officer’s scabbard).

Although detrimentally affected by salvage activities in the past, the ship’s structural remains appear to have survived the hardships of its present 
environment. Exposed framing timbers and decking planks remain solid to the touch, and, much of the hull (below the upper deck) is buried beneath the 
sediments, which offers an anaerobic protection for organic remains. A very high percentage of the vessel’s remains appear to be extant at the site. Some of 
the large exposed iron objects, such as the port boiler and deck bollards, are suffering severe deterioration and will eventually be completely oxidized. Debris 
field anomalies buried in the sediments next to and outside the hull remains have yet to be identified.

A review of salvors’ interviews, underwater video and artifacts recovered indicates that more artifacts and skeletal material are still likely to be deposited in 
and around the wreck site. Certainly, the debris field appears to have been avoided by the salvors, so, much more archeological information remains there. 
Artifacts such as the propeller shaft, propeller, anchors, cannons, engines and miscellaneous machinery parts might one day be located within the site area. It 
should be noted that the potential for unexploded ordnance being on-site is high.

Based on the work conducted to date at 18ST644, 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.


