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Abandoned Shipwrecks

Historic Property or Just Property?
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ontents

Francis P. McMntmou

HIPWRECKS AND THEIR CARGO commonly have

been regarded as property. The first recorded recov-

eries from sunken ships were commercial ventures.

The Greek historian, Herodotus, records such efforts
in the 5th century B.C. Sunken cargos, weapons, fittings, even
major ship components, all were salvaged whenever technically
feasible. For centuries after the classical Greeks, shipwreck
recoveries were thought of only in commercial terms. For the
most part, the earliest recoveries of ancient artifacts of interest
for archeology, art history, and history date to the 19th century.
Then, salvors and sponge divers occasionally came across
ancient objects while carrying out their work.

This is a strikingly different perspective than the one we have
regarding terrestrial sites. Even the early historic exploration
and excavation of sites on land aimed to recover works of art
and curiosities. The purpose of these initial efforts was not
strictly commercial, although recovered objects often had
inherent monetary value also. Since 1906 in the United States,
through the public policies established in the Antiquities Act
and expanded throughout the century by other statutes, arche-
ological resources, and other kinds of historic properties, have
come to be viewed mainly for their commemorative, education-
al, and scientific value.

The fact that shipwreck excavations continue to be associat-
ed in the public mind primarily with treasure shows how diffi-
cult it can be to change perceptions. The fascination with such
projects, whether done for treasure or science, feeds particular-
ly on the mystique of adventure, danger, and derring-do that
often is associated with archeology. Underwater excavations,
particularly, conjure up the swashbuckling, treasure-loving,
havoc-spreading dark side of Indiana Jones that is part and par-
cel of this image.

One reason for this is that shipwreck sites are as exotic and
remote as ancient sites were at first discovery by Europeans.
Typically they are difficult to find and require elaborate logistics
to investigate. Due to this relative inaccessibility, museums and
collectors may see treasure hunters as their only source of arti-
facts. Even certain governments—motivated by fame, money,
or the desire to develop tourist attractions—allow, and some-
times promote, treasure hunting or salvage.

All these factors make protecting submerged sites difficult for
both organizations and individuals, from the local level to the
national. In the United States, the Abandoned Shipwreck Act
of 1987 envisions an approach that balances a wide range of
interests. In enacting the statute, the United States declared
that the commemorative, educational, historic, and recreational

value of shipwreck sites are of special importance. As such, the
federal government asserted an interest in having these sites pro-
tected and preserved for public enjoyment and education. How-
ever, the law recognizes that the states should have the respon-
sibility for caring for historic shipwrecks and deciding the appro-
priate uses of them.

To assist states that already have submerged cultural resources
programs, as well as those that do not, the ASA directed the
National Park Service to prepare guidelines for the comprehen-
sive management of historic wrecks. Published in 1990, these
guidelines recognize and try to balance the variety of interests
at stake.

Given this backdrop, how can we promote preservation? The
general challenge is a long-term approach to changing public
attitudes. Essential to such an approach is working with teachers
to modify school curricula, as is underway to meet similar chal-
lenges in preserving terrestrial sites. Students should be intro-
duced to archeology as a way of learning about these wrecks and
the stories that can be derived from proper study of them. An
important part of this message is that historic shipwrecks should
be preserved for the public benefit.

Products aimed directly at the public—exhibitions, brochures,
TV programs, newspaper stories, and World Wide Web sites—
are also needed. Such products, likewise, should promote a
preservation theme.

Effective law enforcement has a role in a long-term approach.
A few believe they have the right to plunder shipwrecks, even
those protected by federal, state, or local law. When an individ-
ual or organization is caught in illegal actions, law enforcement
must be swift and effective. Successful prosecutions of plunder-
ers should be widely publicized to serve as a deterrent. This pub-
licity will also provide a reference point for the public on what
constitutes inappropriate and illegal behavior.

However, the law must go beyond protecting against looters.
There is a critical need for planning and zoning laws, on all lev-
els, to protect submerged sites in harm’s way of projects like dock
construction, public or private. Where such laws exist, preserva-
tionists must ensure that they are implemented.

Historic shipwrecks have an exotic history and their preserva-
tion is inherently difficult. However, at least some of the keys to
their preservation and commemoration are the ones that ensure
the same for their counterparts on dry land.

Francis P McManamon is Chief, Archeology and Ethnography Pro-
gram, and Departmental Consulting Archeologist, National Park
Service, Department of the Interior.
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What Makes
a Jite
Significant?

REPORT REVEALS
SPECTRUM OF
VIEWS

hat does it mean

to say that an

archeological or

cultural site is sig-

nificant? How,

when looking at
artifacts, landscapes, or old
buildings, is significance
defined?

The Corps of Engineers
has published the first in a
series of reports that deal
with the complex issue.

al Resource Significance: An
Historical Perspective and
Annotated Bibliography ana-

ter at Fort Hood) exemplifies the changing perceptions of signifi-

- cance. At one time considered insignificant, the site was declared

| eligible for the National Register of Historic Places after reevalu-
Trends and Patterns in Cultur- |

ation with more recent criteria.
lyzes a spectrum of
approaches used by archeol-
ogists and land managers—

in peer-reviewed publica-
tions as well as in the
unpublished, narrowly dis-

FRED BRIUER

tributed articles, mono-
graphs, and reports of the
so-called “gray literature.”

| Eighty-three sources were
| selected, ranging from 1972

to 1994, with 21 concepts
regarding significance identi-
fied. Each concept is broken

down to its key points, with
charts, indexes, and cross-
referencing to assist the
reader.

The concept that has
elicited the most discussion
is the idea that significance
is dynamic and relative.
According to this view, sig-
nificance is not inherent,
but changes with time and
the observer. Another con-
cept emphasizes repeated
field investigations, instead
of single surveys, to establish
significance. Still another
posits that the sites repre-
senting the greatest diversity
of cultural activities are
important.

The significance issue, say
authors Frederick L. Briuer
and Clay Mathers of the
Corps’ Center for Cultural
Site Preservation Technolo-
gy, “has neither been
resolved nor disappeared,”
continuing to be one of the
most challenging issues fac-
ing preservationists. The
objective of Trends and Pat-
terns, they say, is to promote
broader, more efficient and
objective approaches.

For additional information
about the report, or to find
out about other publications
by the CCSPT, contact Fred-
erick L. Briuer, U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, Water-
ways Experiment Station,
Center for Cultural Site
Preservation Technology,
Attn: CEWES-EN-R, 3909
Halls Ferry Rd., Vicksburg,
MS 39180-6199, (601) 634-
4204, fax (601) 634-2835.
His e-mail address is
briuerf@ex1.wes.army.mil.

CCSPT publications are
also available on the World
Wide Web. The address is:
http://www.wes.army.mil/cl/c
cspt/ccespt.html.

Looking for the
Confederacy’s
Indian Allies

RESEARCHERS SEEK
ANCESTORS OF
HISTORIC BATTLE

ea Ridge National
Military Park com-

memorates one of the |

most decisive Civil

War battles fought

west of the Mississip-
pi. When Confederate
troops tried to encircle a
Union force, it is believed
that about a thousand Indi-
ans joined them in battle.

Now, the National Park

Service is beginning an
ethnographic study that

who commanded the 2nd
| Cherokee Mounted Rifles at the
Battle of Pea Ridge, was a
colonel in the Confederate
army. Watie led one of two
| Cherokee factions created by o
| rift related to the 1835 Treaty of
| Echota and the tribe’s forced
removal from its homeland.

sents the culmination of a four-year theme study to former director
Roger Kennedy: Grumet's hook Historic Contact: Indian People and
Colonists in Today's Northeastern United States in the 16th Through
18th Centuries. The study led to the creation of 20 new National His-
{oric Landmarks. Kennedy called the hook, published by the Univer-

sity of Oklahoma Press, “an excellent model for how the NPS can
turn research done for commemorative und administrative purposes

to wider use by the general interested public and scholars.” The pre-

sentation took place in Washington, D.C., on Octoher 25.

aims to incorporate the
Native American perspec-
tive. The hoped-for outcome
is more Indian involvement
in interpretation and educa-
tion as well as in environ-
mental assessment. NPS cul-
tural anthropologist
Michelle Watson is seeking
out Native Americans with
cultural ties to the area.

The battle of Pea Ridge
lasted for two days in March
1862, ending with the
Union in control of Mis-
souri, its namesake river, and
the upper Mississippi—a
prime objective in the war’s
early years. It was one of the
largest battles in which Indi-
ans fought as part of a Con-
federate force. Alongside the
Confederates were the 1st
| and 2nd Cherokee Mounted

Rifles and a squadron of the

Ist Choctaw and Chickasaw

Mounted Rifles.

It is not known how
today’s Cherokee, Choctaw,
Chickasaw, Muscogee Creek,
and others view the battle,
or what, if any, impact it had
on shaping their culture.
The number of Indians who
took part eludes scholars, as
does the fate of those who
died. Twenty-four years
before the battle, an area
that is now in the park was
part of the Trail of Tears,
traversed by Cherokee,
Chickasaw, Choctaw,
Muscogee Creek, Seminole,
Delaware, Yuchi, Shawnee,
and others during their
forced removal from ances-

| tral homelands in the south-
east. Recognizing the cultur-
al impact of this event is also

| important to the study. Pea

| Ridge was part of the tradi-

| tional lands of the Osage,
Quapaw, and Caddo.

Researchers seek to know if
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