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The Bertrand during excavation, summer of 1969. (Photo © 1971, National
Geographic Society.)
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Figure 1. The hulk of the Bertrand with two-thirds of the cargo removed:
view to the south. The decking, with the exception of a small portion amid-
ships, starboard side, is removed. Note the surrounding well point system
and depth of the stern to grassy surface in upper left-hand corner of photo-
graph (ca. 30 feet). Early salvaging activity can be seen in the extreme bow
where the forecastle was chopped and torn away. (Photo courtesy of Wood-
man of the World Magazine, Omaha. Nebraska.)



FOREWORD

This work is the result of a cooperative effort by two agencies
of the U.S. Department of the Interior, the National Park Service and
the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife. It deals with the archeo-
logical excavation of the Bertrand, a mid-19th century riverboat dis-
covered near the Missouri River on the DeSoto National Wildlife
Refuge.

This important historic site was found on Federal land in
1968 by two private citizens, Messrs. Jesse Pursell and Sam Corbino of
Omaha, and was excavated under the direction of National Park Serv-
ice archeologists. The remains of the steamboat and its cargo fall
under the broad protective purview of the 1906 Act for the Preserva-
tion of American Antiquities, and subsequent legislation. As custodi-
an of the boat and its cargo, the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wild-
life makes a significant contribution in protecting one of the Nation’s
most outstanding historic properties.

Rogers C.B. Morton
Secretary of the Interior



PREFACE

Late one cold afternoon in February, 1968, two men from
Omaha, in search of treasure that had eluded many others for over a
century, came close to realizing their dreams. Jesse Pursell and Sam
Corbino had found the remains of the riverboat Bertrand, the sunken
steamer that was a legend in many Iowa and Nebraska communities
along the Missouri River. For as long as the oldest residents could
remember, stories were told of the gold, whiskey, and mercury that
awaited those fortunate enough to find the boat that had gone down
in 1865 while enroute to Fort Benton, Montana Territory. But as is
the case with so many dreams and visions of wealth, other men long
ago had salvaged the Bertrand and had taken all but nine containers
of mercury. The gold and kegs of whiskey reported to have been on
board were never found during the 1968-69 excavations.

But the real treasure—that of the riverboat and the cargo in
its holds—has become a part of the heritage of the people of the Unit-
ed States, to be displayed and protected for us by the Bureau of Sport
Fisheries and Wildlife at the DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge. Always
important as a resting and feeding place for hundreds of thousands
of our nation’s migrating wildfowl, the Refuge has become particular-
ly significant now as one of those sites where American history will be
made more meaningful and vivid for many future generations.

The remains of very few historic sites in the United States
can compare with the diversity and number of cultural objects re-
covered from the riverboat’s holds. Over three years were required to
preserve and stabilize the goods meant to be used by our forebears a
century ago. During those three years, scarcely a day passed at the
laboratories of the DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge or of the Midwest
Archeological Center of the National Park Service in Lincoln, Ne-
braska without the opening of a Bertrand shipping case, and the iden-
tification and preservation of still another historic tool or other prod-
uct used-in Montana Territory in the 1860’s.

The remains of a sunken riverboat are valuable for the inter-
pretation of an earlier way of life because of the accidental nature of
their loss, their undisturbed preservation, and their intrinsic interest.
Catastrophes arising from volcanic eruptions, storms at sea, and tur-



bulent rivers often result in instant preservation of significant archeo-
logical evidence. The Bertrandis an excellent example of this kind of
preservation.

As will become clear to those who read Mr. Petsche’s book,
the Bertrand is not simply a unique historic site investigated by a few
persons for the edification of a small number of archeologists and his-
torians. It is one for which many persons gave of their talents, and
one for which two agencies of the Federal Government—the Bureau
of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife, and the National Park Service—mar-
shalled their forces. And it is one for which two determined private
citizens, Messrs. Pursell and Corbino, exercised extraordinary skill in
locating the sunken riverboat and then cooperated with Federal au-
thorities to excavate and thus initiate processes which would result in
the saving of one of America’s most meaningful treasures of the past.

Ronald H. Walker, Director
National Park Service



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Hundreds of persons have had some association with the
Bertrand project, ranging from the highest ranking administrators of
the National Park Service and Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife
in Washington, D.C., to young archeology students who gave up their
summers to wield shovels and water hoses in some of the sloppiest
and most intractable mud and clay the Missouri River is capable of
producing.

To the salvors themselves, Jesse Pursell and Sam Corbino,
must go the gratitude and appreciation of all those charged with the
responsibility of the boat and its cargo as a historic site of national sig-
nificance. Even when it became clear that their hopes of recovering
the vast treasure trove once reported to have been on the Bertrand
would never be realized, their good will, perseverance, and efforts to
assist National Park Service (NPS) archeologists and officials of the
Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife (BSFW) protect and preserve
the remains were exemplary.

I owe a very personal debt of gratitude to Wilfred D. Logan,
former Chief of the Midwest Archeological Center, Lincoln, Nebr.,
who was made responsible for the administration of the Bertrand
project for the NPS. He and his assistant, Jackson W. Moore |r., were
involved from the very beginning of the search and excavation, and I
relied many times upon their advice, counsel, and encouragement.

To the managers of the DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge
during the period of excavation, Kermit Dybsetter, James Salyer, and
Assistant Manager Wayne Chord, go my thanks for assistance I can-
not begin to detail here. In addition to their problems of administer-
ing the entire Refuge and the safekeeping of Bertrand artifacts with a
small staff, their concern for and interest in my particular problems
never once flagged.

Unique as an archeological experience, necessitating the
employment of recovery and preservation techniques used by those
who work both under water and on dry land sites, and the need to
innovate nearly every day, the Bertrand project challenged the talents
of many authorities. The outstanding contributions of Professor
Frank Hengeveld, chairman of the Department of Chemistry at Dana
College, Blair, Nebr., and his daughter, Pamela, made possible the

viil



boatwood studies in Appendices C and D. Professor Hengeveld vol-
unteered the use of his chemistry laboratory, including the analytical
balances, Olivetti computer, and ovens. He and his daughter were of
particular assistance in helping design the studies presented in the
appendices which provide insights into the buoyancy and drying rates
of Bertrand boatwood. These preliminary studies, made when the
hull was still exposed, were initiated through the encouragement of
Ray M. Seborg, Consultant in Wood Products, Forest Products Labo-
ratory, U.S. Forest Service. Dr. Seborg’s general assessment of the
hull is presented in Appendix B, and was made following a personal
inspection of the boat at the time most of it was exposed.

The assistance of several NPS staff archeologists in the Office
of Archeology and Historic Preservation was most appreciated, that
of George R. Fischer in particular. Mr. Fischer placed us in contact
with a number of authorities on preservation, architecture, engineer-
ing, and steamboating. Furthermore, he spent several days with us in
the mud and 100-degree temperatures at the Bertrand site.

The scale drawings of the remains of the Bertrand accompa-
nying this report represent the work of a number of archeologists and
their students, architects, and illustrators. To Jerry Livingston, Scien-
tific Illustrator at the Midwest Archeological Center in Lincoln, Nebr.,
we are indebted for the rendering of final interpretive sketches and
graphic reconstructions. His work, in consultation with the author,
was based on many field photographs of the hull made during excava-
tion; on historic photographs of riverboats similar to the Bertrand,
the on-site scale drawings of the author and Mark Lancaster, archi-
tect, of Detroit, Mich.; the work of David Gradwohl, Associate Profes-
sor of Anthropology, lowa State University, and his students; and the
advice of several leading American authorities on the history of
steamboating. These include Alan L. Bates, Louisville, Ky., Bert
Fenn, Tell City, Ind., and Captain Frederick Way, Jr., Sewickley, Pa.

Mention must be made and appreciation noted of the unique
talents of the preservators involved in the conservation of Bertrand
artifacts. They include Carl M. Semczak of Detroit, Mich., and Bar-
bara L. Daniels of Albuquerque, N.M., who set up the original emer-
gency laboratory for processing artifacts at the Refuge, and Ronald R.
Switzer who was in charge of the immense task of preserving the car-
go at the laboratories on the Refuge and at the Midwest Archeological
Center. Mr. Switzer contributed the synopsis on conservation of Ber-
trand artifacts in Appendix A, and is now preparing a manuscript on
the preservation and conservation of historic materials recovered in
fresh water—a work that should prove both exhaustive and of lasting
value to all of us who work on the recovery, stabilization, and inter-
pretation of historic materials.



Individuals who consulted with us and provided advice in
the areas of history, preservation, pathology, engineering, illustra-
tion, and architecture, include Denys Peter Myers, Principal Architec-
tural Historian, Historical American Buildings Survey, NPS; the Rev.
Clifford M. Lewis, S.]., Assistant to the President of Wheeling Col-
lege, Wheeling, W.Va.; Mendel L. Peterson, Director, Underwater
Exploration Project, Nadja Makovenyi, Visual Information Specialist,
and Robert M. Organ, Director, Conservation and Analytical Labora-
tory, all of the Museum of History and Technology, Smithsonian In-
stitution; Rolland O. Hower, Office of Exhibits, Museum of Natural
History, Smithsonian Institution; Terry L. Highly, Plant Pathologist,
Forest Research Laboratory of the U.S. Forest Service; Col. Pierre A.
Fink and George Migaki, both of the Armed Forces Institute of Pa-
thology; James B. “Pat” Smith, Museum Specialist, Division of Mu-
seums, NPS; William ]. Peterson, Superintendent, State Historical
Society of lowa; Marvin F. Kivett, Director, Nebraska State Historical
Society; and Charles Martin, President, Greater Omaha Historical
Society.

In addition to the above, I am indebted to the staffs of the
state historical societies of Nebraska, Iowa, Missouri, Montana, and
the Merchantile Archives of St. Louis, Mo., for photographs and ac-
cess to archives.

I am especially grateful to Louis C. Hunter, retired chairman
of the Department of History, American University, who read the
manuscript. As the dean of all students of the western steamboat and
authority on early American river transportation, his advice and criti-
cism were most helpful.

In one way or another, nearly every employee of the DeSoto
National Wildlife Refuge, BSFW, and of the Midwest Archeological
Center, NPS, turned from their usual tasks to devote nearly full time
to the Bertrand project. Some of the most physically taxing work was
accomplished by volunteers, some of whom labored over two months,
either in the emergency laboratory set up at the Refuge headquarters,
or in the Bertrand excavation. The volunteers include Nancy Osborn,
graduate student in anthropology at Iowa State University (later em-
ployed as a laboratory assistant); Jerome D. Alexander, retired Oma-
ha businessman; Helene Bowditch, of Ripon, Wis.; Mrs. Susan Bodie
Traub, of Lincoln, Nebr.; and John M. Logan, an undergraduate
student, University of North Dakota.

Discovery of the Bertrand in 1968 came as a jolt and a chal-
lenge to nearly everyone associated with the crash project. Certain
administrators of Federal agencies were doubly burdened at the time
with their normal jobs and with the added responsibility of coordinat-
ing activities of the National Park Service and the Bureau of Sport



x1

Fisheries and Wildlife. These remarkable contributions were made
under pressure of time and involved planning, fiscal management,
procurement, and transfer of employees associated with the project.
Those primarily involved include Phillip S. Morgan, Assistant Re-
gional Refuge Supervisor, BSFW; Charles C. Carothers III, Special
Assistant to the Assistant Secretary of the Interior for Fish and Wild-
life, Parks and Marine Resources; Llynn A. Greenwalt, Associate Re-
gional Refuge Director, BSFW; H. Jesse Grove, Interpretive Special-
ist, BSFW; Ed Crozier, Joe Knecht, Charles Johnston, and Elaine
Rhode, National Planning Team, BSFW; Warren W. Wisby, Director,
National Aquarium, BSFW; Ernest A. Connally, Associate Director
for Professional Services, NPS; John M. Corbett, former Chief, and
Zorro A. Bradley, former Assistant Chief, Division of Anthropology
and Archeology, NPS; and J.E.N. (Joe) Jensen, Assistant Director,
NPS, Service Center Operations.

And, finally, something must be said of the extraordinary
work of James Stolz, a graduate student in wildlife management from
Purdue University. Jim came to work for the Refuge during the
summer of 1969 through a special student program of BSFW, and
was assigned to assist me in the excavation and research of the boat.
This young Illinois farm boy and outstanding student excelled in ev-
erything he did, including the scale drawing of ship’s parts, recording
cargo, photography, mapping, maintaining equipment, historical re-
search, and assisting in the wood studies. The only time I can remem-
ber his asking for time off was to watch the televised launching of
Apollo 11 that carried the first men to the moon—the only adventure
in Jim’s opinion that could hold a candle to that of the Bertrand.

J.E.P.

November, 1972
Washington, D.C.



CONTENTS

PART I:
PART 2:

PART 3:

PART 4:

Acknowledgments  viii
Glossary  xvii
Introduction 1

Origins and History 5

Construction and Enrollment 6
Departure and Sinking 8
Consignees 11

Discovery and Excavation 21

Search Party of 1896 22
The Search of 1967 25
The Discovery 28
Excavation Procedures 30
Bertrand Identification 35
Field Controls 39

The Cargo 43

Synopsis of Contents 48

Foodstuffs, Liquor, and Patent Medicines
Textiles and Wearing Apparel 60
Household Goods 63

Mining Supplies 68

Agricultural Supplies 68

Building Supplies 69

Personal Possessions 71

Miscellaneous Cargo 71

50



PART 5:

PART 6:

Architecture and Graphic Reconstruction 75

The Hull 75

Paddle Wheel and Rudders 81
Hog Chain Truss System 84
Engine Remains 84

Graphic Reconstruction 86
Dating of Steamboat Hulls 101
Condition of the Hull 107
Alternatives of Preservation 110

Role of the Bertrand on the Frontier 115

Appendices:

A. The Preservation of Bertrand Artifacts:
General Procedures, by Ronald R.
Switzer 129

B. Inspection of the Steamboat Bertrand: A
Preliminary Report, by Ray M.
Seborg 142

C. A Study of the Volume, Weight, and Densi-
ty of the Bertrand Hull, by Pamela
Hengeveld 149

D. A Study to Determine Wood Drying Rates
and Water Content of the Hull, by Pamela
Hengeveld 154
Bibliography 165
Index 171



ILLUSTRATIONS

Frontispiece. The Bertrand during
excavation

—

Al g

&3

10.

11.

12.
13,

14.
15,

16.

17.
18.

19.

20.

21.

Hulk of the Bertrand iv
Artist’s interpretation, the
Bertrand  xvi

Cargo in storage  xxii
Wharf at St. Louis, 1867 4
Sketch of Fort Benton,

1869 4
Intended route of the
Bertrand 6

John J. Roe of St. Louis 7
Frank L. Worden of Hell

Gate 12
Worden’s store at Hell
Gate 13

Worden’s store at

Missoula 13

Granville Stuart of Deer
Lodge 14

Virginia City in 1866 15
Murphy and Neel Co., Fort
Benton 15

Wharf at Fort Benton 16
Initial excavation of

cargo 20

Macomb’s sketch map of
DeSoto Bend 22

Map of DeSoto Bend 26
Magnetometer

readouts 29

Use of auger at Bertrand

site 30
Aerial view of Bertrand
site 31

Aerial view of the
Bertrand 31

22,
23.
24.
25,

26.

27.

28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.

36.

38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.

50.
51.

Sumping operation 33

Use of screened hopper 33
Bilge hatch 34

Case with lettering, “Ber-
trand Stores” 34

Fannie Campbell’s
chalkboard 36

The stern during

excavation 36

Limits of excavation 37
Plan of main deck 38
Paddle wheel flanges 38
Engine eccentrics 39
Paddle wheel arm 41
Storage of Bertrand cargo 42
Workmen removing cargo 45
Shipping case exteriors 46,

Ceramic ale bottle 50
Amsterdam ale bottle 50
Hostetter’s bitters bottle 51
Drake’s bitters bottle 51
Drake’s advertisement 52
Kelly’s bitters bottle 52
Kelly’s advertisement 53
Catsup bottle 53

French oval bottle 53
Label for lemon sugar 54
Olive oil bottle 56

Pepper sauce bottle 57
Gothic pickle bottle 57
Champagne label
reconstruction 58
Women'’s dress shoe 60
Children’s shoes 61



52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.

62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.

68.
69.
70.

79,
73,
74,
75,

76.
77.

Children’s shoes 61
Men’s dress shoes 61
Miner’s boot 61

Men’s felt hat 62
Woolen fabric 62

Men’s trousers 62

Men’s shirt 63

Woolen stockings 63
Men’s raincoat 63

Knit shawl 64

Snood with tassel 64
Bolt of silk goods 64
Ironstone china 65
Butter churn 65
Kerosene lamp 66
Matchbox label
reconstruction 66
Mercury container 67
Pickaxes 68

Plow 69

Powder flask 70

Nails and screws 72
Howitzer ammunition 73
The Bertrand, sectional
views 74

Interpretation of Bertrand
lines, following page 75
Section of chine 76
Longitudinal section, follow-
ing page 75

78.

79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.

87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.

93.
94.
95.
96.
98.
99.

100.
101.

Plan of hull bottom, follow-
ing page 75

Cylinder timbers 78
Stern kevel 79

Yoke assembly 80
Riblines and waterlines 81
Rudder assembly 82
View of rudders 83
Detail of turnbuckle 85
Cabin plan

interpretation 87

The Deer Lodge 89
The Lida Norvell 89
Conformity of hull 105
Collapsed strake 106
Collapsed strake 106
Inner cylinder tim-

ber 108

View of hull bottom 109
Bertrand handbill 114
Revolving caster set 128
Hostetter’s almanac 139
Graphs, hull water
content 158, 159
Graph, hull water

content 162

Graph, hull water

content 163

Selection of bottles 164
Selection of boots 164



Figure 2. Artist's interpretation of the Bertrand on the Missouri. This
sketch and other renderings of the ship’s lines and reconstructions are
based on scale drawings and photographs of the remains of the boat made
by archeologists and architects during excavation. Supplementary informa-
tion on appearance of details was derived from early photographs and de-
scriptions of riverboats of the same general class, of similar construction,
and period of use.



GLOSSARY

A specialized vocabulary came into use by rivermen and
boatwrights during the 80 years of steamboat development in the
United States. Many of the terms are borrowings from the language
of seamen and have undergone slight or substantial modifications in
meaning. Others have been in use for centuries by carpenters and
other artisans, but also take on different connotations when used in
reference to riverboats.

Arm A paddlewheel spoke, one end of which is attached to a

flange, and the other to the buckets (paddles).

Ash trough A long metal pan under the grates to catch ash-

es from the firebox; coursed with firebrick, and extending to

the trapdoor on the guard.

Athwartship Across the ship from side to side.

Beam Breadth of vessel athwartship, measured from inside

planking; also, a horizontal supporting member.

Bitts A pair of vertical posts supporting a horizontal timber

in the bow; used in tying lines and similar in function to a

kevel.

Boiler deck The deck immediately above the boilers; usual-

ly served as the base or floor of the cabin area on packets.

Break The point at which an upper deck ends and from

which there is a drop to a deck on a lower level.

Buckets Planks extending from the arms of the paddle

wheel and forming the paddles.

Bulkhead Any upright partition separating compartments

or holds.

Bull rails Removable rails used on the main deck between

the stationaries to facilitate loading.

Bustle Bulges in the stern rake; a result of building the

stern in such a way that the forward portion of the balance

rudders clear the stern rake with minimal space.

Buttocklines Contours on body plans where a vertical plane

parallel to the centerline intersects the hull.

Cant To turn or angle from the horizontal.

Xvii



XVviii

The Steamboat Bertrand

Capstan Powered drum mounted on vertical axle; used with
lines to move heavy objects or the boat itself.

Carlines Joists running athwartship supporting boiler and
texas decks; cf. deck beams.

Carvel-built Planks of hull set flush at the seams; as op-
posed to clinker-built, i.e., planks or strakes overlapping.
Chain plates Thick, wooden plates bolted to the side and
bottom ribs or a keelson, and to which are connected the hog
chains.

Chine The knuckle where the sides of the boat meet the
bottom and form an angle.

Coaming Curbs around the edges of decks.

Cocked hat. A triangular wooden component used to brace
paddle wheel arms, or as a wooden brace for hull framing.
Crank Metal arm connected to the pitman and paddle
wheel shaft; that portion of the assembly which changes line-
ar to circular motion.

Crown A slight lateral curve in the decks athwartship to fa-
cilitate drainage of rain water, or decks awash; also referred
to as the camber.

Davit Crane of wood or metal for raising and lowering the
dory or workboat.

Dead flat Transverse section of the vessel with the largest
area, the ends from which sheer upwards in the bow and
stern.

Deadwood See skeg.

Deck beams Joists running athwartship and to which the
main decking is attached; cf. carlines.

Draft That portion of the hull extending into the water;
traditionally measured vertically in feet when light (empty
vessel) and/or heavy (fully loaded vessel).

False transom A vertical surface of the hull aft of the tran-
som and rudders.

Forecastle The forward portion of the vessel, including
superstructure, main decking and appurtenances.

Flanges Paddle wheel hubs attached to the shaft, and to
which the arms are attached.

Grasshoppering A method of levering a vessel over sand-
bars or other shallow areas with a pair of spars and derrick
rigged in the bow.

Guard A deck outboard of the hull on which cargo was car-
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ried and/or to provide a walkway: originally meant to pro-
tect the paddle wheel.

Hog To curve upward amidships, or downward at stern
and stem; used in reference to the conformity of the hull
when unbraced.

Hog chains Iron rods, varying in diameter from about 1%
to 2 inches, used in the trussing system to support the bow
and stern and, often, the sides of the hull.

Hog chain braces Wooden timbers supporting hog chains,
projecting at various angles from keelsons or other major
supporting members of the hull bottom; a part of the truss-
ing system to prevent hogging.

Ice shield Iron sheeting outboard on the bow, extending
above and below the waterline to protect the vessel from ice
and other obstructions.

Keelson A major supporting structural member in the hull
bottom parallel to vessel length.

Kevel A wooden or iron assembly fastened to the deck with
ends projecting beyond the center, and to which lines may
be belayed or fastened for tie-down of the vessel.

Mud drum Hollow cylinder under the boilers; used to col-
lect sediment from the boilers.

Outriggers Horizontal wooden braces supporting the
guards.

Pillow block Supporting members of a shaft bearing; a
mounting for the paddle wheel bearing, countersunk into
the aft extension of the cylinder timber.

Pitman Connecting rod between engine crosshead and the
paddle wheel crank.

Quarter Extreme after part of a vessel’s side.

Rake Inclination from a vertical or horizontal direction;
usually in reference to turn of bilge in stern and bow.
Scantling Boards used for framing.

Scarf joint Method of joining side and bottom planking or
strakes to increase sheer strength.

Sheave A roller chock attached to kevel to facilitate easy
movement of lines and to reduce rope friction.

Sheer Longitudinal upward curve of the deck and lines of
the vessel viewed from the side.

Skeg A fin ahead of the rudders to prevent side slip.
Spar chain straps A ring or chain on the outer bow sides,
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used as a guide and fulcrum for the spars employed in
grasshoppering.

Stanchions Upright members supporting rails, decks, etc.
Stationaries Stanchions supporting the outboard edge of
the boiler deck.

Steam drum Cylinder situated above the boilers; used to
collect and hold steam for transmission to engines.
Stempiece Timber or iron rod running from the hull bot-
tom and curving upward to the deck; the forward most
component of the vessel.

Strake A breadth of planks, either bottom or sides of hull,
forming a continuous strip from stem to stern; also used to
refer to a single plank of the above assembly.

Texas deck The deck above the boiler deck on which a cab-
in (above the skylight roof) is attached.

Timberhead Wooden or metal posts used for tying lines in
the bow.

Transom The aftermost of the square frames, or the verti-
cal planks at the stern of the hull.

Yoke Heavy supporting beams in the bow of a vessel.



Figure 3. A small portion of the cargo removed from the Bertrand and
stored prior to preservation in a cool, moist atmosphere. (Photo courtesy of
American Telephone & Telegraph Co., Long Lines Department.)



PART 1

INTRODUCTION

In late February of 1968, two Omaha salvors, Jesse Pursell
and Sam Corbino, encountered evidence of a buried steamboat near
the present channel of the Missouri River, approximately 25 miles
upstream from Omaha on the DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge. The
remains of the vessel lay below the water table in silt and clay at a
mean depth of 28 feet from the surface (fig. 1). Drawing on informa-
tion in old maps, early newspaper accounts, and abstracts of land
ownership, supplemented by the use of a flux gate magnetometer, the
salvors encountered the first physical evidence of the boat with a 6-
inch auger drilled from ground surface through the hull bottom. The
craft was subsequently identified during cargo removal as the Ber-
trand, principally on the basis of cursive lettering in stenciling ink on
the side of a number of boxes which read “Bertrand Stores.”

A steamer of the Upper Ohio class or type, the Bertrand was
known to have sunk in DeSoto Bend on April 1, 1865. Enroute from
St. Louis, Mo., to Fort Benton, Montana Territory, she carried a car-
go of foodstuffs, clothing, agricultural and mining supplies, and, ac-
cording to historic sources, a large amount of mercury for use in the
amalgaming process of gold refining. The successful location and
complete excavation of the cargo in 1968-69 thus ended periodic
searches by others stretching back nearly a century.

The discovery also modified local tradition which held that
the Bertrand contained fabulous wealth, not only in the form of mer-
cury (some sources report 35,000 pounds), but also in the form of
5,000 gallons of whiskey in oaken casks—and even gold. The sum to-
tal of the treasure trove, however, was limited to mercury in nine con-
tainers. A good deal of evidence encountered in the excavation dur-
ing the summer of 1969 is indicative of previous salvage attempts, and
the small amount of mercury was recovered in a context that lead the
author to the conclusion that the containers were simply overlooked
in a previous salvage attempt.

In early 1968, the salvors sought and signed a contract! with

INumber GS-00-DP-(S)-80501 and dated January 3, 1968. As a result of the long pe-
riod of time required to find the boat and complete excavation, the contract was subse-
quently amended (renewed) on March 11 and again on July 22, 1968, and January 13,
1969.
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